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 Prologue: Heaven’s Greed 
 
      
 
    As far as planets went this one was truly a marvel to the eye. Despite its evident taint, the oceans were a dazzling blue, its atmosphere healthy and active, and its geography comprised of a satisfying distribution of a decent variety of climates. It might have been tiny, exaggeratedly so when compared with Alm’s home world, but this hidden gem sat tucked away in the farthest reaches of Infinite Space. Its characteristics made it a superb candidate for a temporary home. 
 
    “I never thought we’d find such a small world with a pulse on the edge of Infinity.” 
 
    Hearing the voice of his friend, Alm flashed a joyous grin from behind his short but dense snow-white beard. It was the third world that he and Sven had scouted since their heaven-defying transcendence. “No need to look any further. I’ve taken a liking to this peculiar little place.” 
 
    Sven tugged at the smooth strands of his orderly beard, unaffected by the cold temperature of the planet’s desolate moon. “Don’t you think it’s a bit too plain? Its denizens are the weakest of any world we’ve visited, completely cut off from the world’s heart. They’ve pursued Laws in the wrong direction, so it’s been reduced to this state. Its pulse has already weakened significantly.” 
 
    Hovering a few paces above the rocky ground, Alm fidgeted with the hem of his modest, verdant robe. “A quick fix for us now, I should think. Come now, Sven, haven’t you been babbling on about wanting to explore your new boundaries? Why not send these fellows off to somewhere a bit more interesting, and then we can fix things up as we like?” 
 
    Sven snickered. “As you like, you mean.” 
 
    “Just for a few thousand years!” 
 
    “Fine, then the next one’s my choice. But don’t blame me if they all die.” Looking down at the largest cities of this world, Sven’s lip curled up in disdain. He disliked worlds that strayed from the path of enlightenment and profound ascension, and so tended to transfer the inhabitants of such worlds to lands where the propelling force behind sentient evolution was centred upon the pursuit of Immortal Ascension, that is, the cultivation of the self to subvert the Laws of Infinity. There were hardly any living beings left in the boundless universe that could accomplish spatial displacement as flawlessly as Sven and to such an exaggerated degree, and so those life forms that he ferried between worlds on a whim would indefinitely remain at whatever destination he’d decided for them. 
 
    “Where will you send them?” 
 
    “Venara.” 
 
    Alm sighed. “You’re too cruel.” 
 
    Neither Sven nor Alm had ever attempted a largescale spatial displacement at such a distance, though Sven was surely the only one who could manage it. As far as he was concerned, sending the pathetic residents of this world to a higher realm was a gracious act. “While it might be dangerous, Venara holds innumerable mysteries and untold opportunities. Even the Primordial Gods were quite fond of it before they all died off.” A rare look of concentration stole away Sven’s domineering expression. “Besides, when was I ever some saint?” 
 
    Though Alm’s immortal smile remained unchanged, he was incomparably excited. He was very much looking forward to the experience of modeling his own planet. At Sven’s instigation, the Origin Energy for millions of kilometres in every direction had already begun to stir, a sure indication that the extensive process of relocating this planet’s inhabitants had already begun. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter One: Five Hundred Dollars 
 
      
 
    “You’re the ones who jumped my brother?” Of the four boys in front of Nolan, there was not one who wasn’t glaring. 
 
    “Nolan, forget it,” said a shaky voice from behind him. “I honestly don’t care anymore!” 
 
    His younger brother had just turned fourteen a few days ago. For the past year he’d been saving up for a new gaming console and had finally reached his monetary goal with the most recent batch of birthday cash. An hour ago he’d run off to the nearest electronic store with his hard-earned savings only to return emptyhanded and in a sorry state. As soon as he’d seen Thomas’s torn shirt and swollen face, Nolan had taken off in search of the bastards who’d attacked his brother for no good reason. Luckily the group of older boys—young men, really—hadn’t gone far from the scene of the initial incident, so he was able to find them rather easily. 
 
    After a tense staredown the largest of the group spoke up, a beefy guy several centimetres taller than Nolan. “So what?” 
 
    “So what? So you’ll be giving him his money back plus a hundred dollars more than what you stole. If I don’t have five hundred dollars in my hand soon then we’re going to have ourselves a really unpleasant situation.” 
 
    “Yeah?” The big guy spat on the ground. “How about we just beat the shit out of you like we did to your little bitch of a brother?” 
 
    Nolan had been in his fair share of fights. If he’d learned anything by now it was that making the first move definitely wasn’t a bad thing. Take the big guy in front of him for instance; if he’d have struck first then Nolan’s fist wouldn’t have just smashed into his nose with a surreal crunching sound and a small spurt of blood. 
 
    Nolan was on the second guy before the first hit the ground, viciously wailing on any part of the older boy’s body that caught his eye while trying to avoid the expected swings from the other two goons. By the time the second guy was unconscious, Nolan’s lower lip was bleeding and his right eye was already beginning to swell up. It had been four on one to start, so it was inevitable that he’d take some hits. He fought off the other two as best he could, eventually sending them to the ground after suffering through a beating that he knew would leave him sore for days. 
 
    “Here,” Nolan said. “They must have jumped a lot of people today. They had around a hundred dollars each.” 
 
    “Thanks,” mumbled Thomas as he received the money. 
 
    “I kept a hundred for the hassle.” 
 
    The two brothers painted a sorry image, their faces and knuckles bloodied and their shirts torn in several places. The short brown hair that they shared was tousled and slick with sweat. 
 
    “You came in clutch at the end there, Thomas. That was a nice boot to the face you fed that lanky one. If he hadn’t tapped out when he did I’d have never been able to choke-out that last guy.” 
 
    “Yeah.” 
 
    It’s a good thing I got him to start working out with me. Nolan recalled how his brother hadn’t hesitated to help him fight the older boys despite the fact that they’d already kicked his ass not an hour before. He was a good kid, Thomas. 
 
    They were only a couple streets away from their house in the suburbs, their skin beaded with sweat in the humid heat. It was the middle of the summer and it was a Saturday, so they got a good amount of stares from their more proactive neighbours as they shambled down the uneven sidewalk with shaky steps. 
 
    “Don’t be so down,” Nolan sighed. “You got your revenge in the end, didn’t you?” He paused to wave at a startled friend of the family, whose mouth had dropped open as they passed by her weathered colonial home. “Hey Mrs. Gagnon, loving the garden!” 
 
    Thomas really had dog-shit luck getting jumped and robbed on the one day he happened to be running around with all of his savings on him.  
 
    Seeing that his brother’s mood wasn’t changing, Nolan patted him on the shoulder. “Don’t beat yourself up, man—ah, wasn’t going for the pun, there. Seriously, though. Those guys were eighteen, I checked their ID’s. You’re not even in high school yet, there’s still a month left of summer break.” He messed with his brother as much as any other guy, but ever since their weasel of a father had bailed on the family when Nolan was just a freshman himself, he’d been forced to take on a more responsible attitude toward his siblings. “How about I get a hold of some beer? I was your age the first time I struggled through my first six-pack, and we’ve got cash to burn.” 
 
    Thomas couldn’t help but roll his eyes. “How’re you going to get beer? You’re only sixteen, you need to be at least—” 
 
    Ignoring the pain of his split lip, Nolan smiled wide and dug something out of his pocket. “Believe it or not, the smallest guy back there was actually nineteen! He looked a bit like me, so…” 
 
    “Why’re you always so reckless?” Thomas said. “Mom’s been worrying a lot about you lately. She blames herself for always being busy with her jobs. She thinks it’s her fault that you’ve been acting out.” 
 
    Nolan’s smile dissolved. “I’m not acting out. What, you’ll smoke a joint with me behind Uncle Ted’s camper but the second I say beer you turn into Mother Teresa?” 
 
    “It’s not about that.” 
 
    “Alright, well, do you not care that those guys robbed you?” 
 
    “Of course I care! What just happened could have been a lot worse though, but that’s not something you’d ever take a second to think about. You’re always starting trouble with every person that rubs you the wrong way. What if those guys had a knife or something? I’d rather lose a few hundred dollars than… You’ve got to think before you do something over-the-top, Nolan. Every time I get home from school you look like you just got out of bed. You used to top out the honour roll every year, but ever since Dad…” 
 
    Nolan came to an abrupt halt. “I don’t need you getting all real with me out of nowhere. I did you a favour, so either accept what happened or don’t. Go home and get cleaned up before Steph sees you, the last thing we need is her telling Mom what happened.” With that, he turned back and began to retrace his steps. 
 
    “Where’re you going?” Thomas’s voice was weak. 
 
    “To get some beer.” 
 
    “Even if they believe it’s your ID, they won’t sell anything to you looking like that!” 
 
    “Worry about yourself.” 
 
    Why was Thomas always fidgeting over every little thing? This was coming from the kid who kept every part of his life to himself. If Nolan hadn’t caught him slinking into his room all quiet and sneaky-like then he would never have known that anything had happened to him. He spat on the ground. Why did he have to bring up their waste of a father? Thomas knew how much it pissed him off, how easily it could cause his mood to crumble. 
 
    A while passed and Nolan found himself standing at the crest of a big hill with a fantastic view that overlooked the city’s congested core. The hill stood at the edge of a large park not too far from his neighbourhood, the majority of its perimeter walled in by a dense mass of encroaching forest. Staring out at the distant skyline, Nolan was lost amidst his thoughts. 
 
    How long had it been since Thomas had foregone that care-free look that he’d always worn, or that smug little grin he’d put on whenever he proved Nolan wrong about some mundane fact or useless bit of knowledge? If you’d have told him a few years ago that he would soon come miss those expressions terribly, or the entitled and bratty attitude that his demon of a little sister had pestered him with all throughout their childhood, he’d have had himself a good laugh. But now with money tight and their mom working three part-time jobs, all Thomas ever did was worry and brood, and Steph hardly ever said anything at all. 
 
    He’d tried to convince his mom to let him get a part-time job to make things easier on her, but she adamantly refused. She would only ever tell him that he needed to take care of his brother and sister, and so for the past two years he had basically been a live-in maid. The truth of the matter was that his mom’s brittle heart couldn’t handle the weight of her husband’s betrayal, that she couldn’t stand to see her own children because she saw him in each of their faces, three living reminders of everything that’d happened. She spent every waking hour at one job or another, perpetually distracted, the damn useless woman… 
 
    The way that she was always… And now it was up to him to… Irresponsible bullshit… 
 
    Suddenly nauseous, Nolan could tell that something was wrong. When did he wind up on the ground? Was he really lying on his side? No, he was standing, but on what? Why couldn’t he move? 
 
    He was unconscious before he could make any sense of the sudden failure of his faculties. Even if he had remained conscious, he wouldn’t have stood a chance at perceiving the sensation that took dominion over his body and soul in that strange moment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Two: Through the Looking Glass 
 
      
 
    Nolan woke up with an alarming sense of wrongness nestled in his heart. He wasn’t sure what had happened to him but the last thing he remembered was an absolutely bizarre and uncomfortable break in his perception, like what he imagined it’d be like to take too many hallucinogenic drugs. Clearly his mind had suffered some sort of mental affliction and now the lasting effects of whatever it was that’d just happened had left his head ringing like no migraine he’d ever experienced. 
 
    Pushing himself up and looking around for the first time, his breath caught in his throat. How did he wind up in the forest? 
 
    Hardly any light bled through the thick upper canopy, which cast the woods in a gloomy shadow that left an uneasy sensation stirring in his gut. The air was heavy and warm, a claustrophobic element to the backdrop. This was a lot deeper into the woods than he and Thomas had ever braved as kids. He didn’t even know that undergrowth could get this dense, nor the trees so tall and broad. 
 
    Nolan grew exceedingly disturbed as he continued to gather his wits about him. Why was he here? Was it related to that indescribable feeling from earlier? 
 
    Before he could invest too much thought into it, he began to hear a rustle in a nearby thicket that soon showed signs of movement. Normally he wouldn’t have to worry about encountering some dangerous animal due to the fact that there was pretty much nothing in these woods that could pose a threat to him. Even though this was a known fact, he froze on the spot as adrenaline began to pump through his veins and sharp warnings started to echo within the haze of his muddled mind. 
 
    While he was deliberating on whether or not he should run away, the wall of bushes parted and an exhausted middle-aged man staggered out ahead of him. His clothes and short gelled hair were in disarray, eyes wide in evident panic. Catching sight of Nolan, his expression lit up and he hurried over. 
 
    As he regarded Nolan’s troubled frown, the man gestured at their surroundings and asked, “Hey, kid. Do you know where this is?” 
 
    “On the edge of Collinsville, in southern Ontario.” 
 
    The man blinked a few times. “Ontario? Remind me where that is.” 
 
    “It’s in Canada. What, you hit your head or something?” 
 
    “Canada? Do you think I’m slow? I was just in Chicago! I was getting groceries!” 
 
    “Chicago?” He gave the man a wary look. “I don’t know what you’re going on about man, but I was just at the park near my house and passed out near the edge of the forest. After that I woke up out here and ran into you.” Nolan knew how his own account of things sounded, but the park was tucked right up against the forest wall, whereas a grocery store in Chicago was at least eight hours away from where he lived. He fought off his delirium and struggled to give the surroundings a thorough inspection, a cold feeling in his stomach as it registered in his mind that this was an entirely different place than the forest by his house. 
 
    Even though he’d never been too far into the woods, he wasn’t so naïve as to believe that the trees grew to such heights. The smaller ones within his line of sight topped out at over a hundred metres. His head was still groggy from whatever had just happened, so he was having a hard time absorbing this sudden predicament. 
 
    “Quiet!” As Nolan was running the facts through his mind, the man suddenly loosed a harsh whisper and held up a hand. A rare breeze filtered through the forest, rocking the smaller trees and making a few older branches creak with decay. 
 
    Nolan was about to break the silence when the man turned his head and caught sight of something that made his eyes jut out of their sockets as if he were a poorly drawn caricature of himself. Following his gaze, Nolan was astounded to see a gigantic centipede winding its way down the impressively wide trunk of one of the bigger trees in the area. It would take a ring of at least eight people linking hands to wrap around the tree’s circumference, and the centipede’s body had already been fully looped around it five times, a portion of it’s frightening length still hidden in the upper confines of thick foliage. 
 
    “Canada, my ass!” The man sprinted off into the forest. 
 
    Nolan was right behind him. What was with this situation? Even a centipede that was three centimetres long made him uncomfortable. How could that gigantic creature be real? What kind of lucid nightmare was this? 
 
    The forest floor was so grown over with plant life that every step he took was a battle against waist-high grasses and clawing shrubs, an endeavour made all the more difficult by a web of fat, gnarled roots that surrounded the base of every tree like an army of wooden limbs. Under such conditions Nolan quickly lost sight of the middle-aged man, and after persisting for some time he stopped to catch his breath. Where the hell was he? 
 
    It was a struggle to keep calm, but somehow he managed. Since any random tree might have been hiding a monstrous centipede, he figured that no place in this overgrown forest would be safer than the next, so he decided to keep moving in the hopes that he might somehow salvage this situation. 
 
    He didn’t get far before he saw someone lying on the ground in a clearing up ahead, half submerged in a looming bush. He hurried over to check up on them, praying to God that they were just sleeping. This man was slightly older than the last one he’d run into, with specks of grey dotting his otherwise dark hair. 
 
    His first move was to pull the guy out of the bushes, since he had no way of knowing what other crazy insects might be lurking about. He knelt down and checked for a pulse. If he was dead then it would be best to leave here quickly. Nolan confirmed that he was still alive when, to his surprise, the man’s eyes opened and unleashed a flood of silent tears. 
 
    “Are you okay?” 
 
    The man could only whimper. He found it strange how he wasn’t moving despite having just woken up. The pained mumbles began to grow more frequent. Was he injured? 
 
    “A—Ayú…” 
 
    What’s this guy saying? 
 
    “Hold on just a sec, I’ll get you out of there.” Nolan got his hands underneath the man’s arms and used all of his strength to haul him out of the bushes, though he was met with heavy resistance. 
 
    “Ayú—ayúda…” 
 
    He gave a strong tug and dragged him out of the leafy confines, along with two dark and furry masses. 
 
    The horrifying spiders were bigger than small dogs, and furrier than most breeds. They didn’t seem to pay any attention to Nolan and continued to focus on eating each of the man’s respective legs, which were already lacking feet. Their blood-soaked mandibles looked like demonic little arms as they slowly stripped the flesh from the increasingly exposed bones of his mutilated stumps. It became clear that this man was paralyzed, and that Nolan would have to leave him to his fate lest he risk drawing the attention of the two abominations that feasted on his legs. 
 
    “Ayúdame, por favor,” the man croaked, voice warped by the cruelty of his demise. 
 
    With the knowledge that at any moment he might be barrelled into by one of those spiders and made into a living meal like the poor man by the bushes, Nolan frantically fled the scene with tortured steps. 
 
    There was no telling how long he sprinted for, but he made sure to stop before he ran out of breath. Although every part of him screamed that he should keep pushing himself onward, he couldn’t help but imagine what else might be dwelling in this unpredictable woodland. With the forest floor so helplessly cluttered the thought of how much noise he made as he plunged into thickets and tore through bush after bush caused him to realize how foolish he’d been while blinded by fear. 
 
    What the fuck am I supposed to do? How else should he react to giant centipedes, giant man-eating spiders, and giant trees? He looked around at the imposing wilderness and suddenly felt as if he’d woken up in some sort of hell. Could it be that everything in this forest was oversized? 
 
    He found a jagged branch that was a bit longer than he was tall and then set off with cautious footfalls. He tried to keep to the open areas as best he could, but there were many times when the only way forward was to sack up and force his way through a patch of foreboding undergrowth that may or may not have been housing some horrifying creature. 
 
    After an hour of anxious hiking, Nolan stumbled upon what appeared to be an old road. It was about half as wide as a standard suburban street and had nearly been swallowed up by the surrounding forest, an occasional eroded cobblestone visible amid the patches of the mercifully shorter grasses that carpeted the dirt path. Since he had no clue where he was it didn’t matter which direction he chose to keep to, so he decided to head right. 
 
    It was hard to tell through the distant ceiling of broad leaves and thick branches, but it seemed to be around midday. After a terrifying, hour-long hike, Nolan spotted two figures off in the distance that were heading in his direction. Sweet Jesus—people! Normally he was skeptical of just about everyone, but he couldn’t afford to be a cynic in his current situation. There were two men up ahead, and they seemed just as invigorated by his appearance as he by theirs. 
 
    He held off on speaking until they were close enough to talk without having to raise their voices, but it soon became apparent that he was the only one of the three who spoke fluent English. 
 
    Both of the men were in their mid-to-late twenties. Nolan was able to guess their occupations with a quick glance at their clothes. The man dressed as a construction worker introduced himself as Jacques, and from what Nolan could gather he was from some small town in France. The soccer player’s name was Takeshi and he was from a city called Kyoto in Japan. 
 
    Nolan knew a bit of French from school, but only enough to entertain a broken conversation. Takeshi also knew a bit of English from his high school days, but it was just as difficult to decipher as Nolan’s French. Still, the loose understandings helped the three of them to communicate through exaggerated gestures, as if they were playing an intense game of charades. After ten minutes of attempted communications, they were somewhat able to convey their own experiences, albeit vaguely. 
 
    Jacques had been laying cement at work when he suddenly blacked out and then woke up sprawled about the forest floor. Takeshi had blacked out in the middle of a soccer game, and woke up to see Jacques wandering aimlessly through the forest. They’d only just found the path when Nolan had come into view. 
 
    After deliberating for a while, they decided to follow the direction that Nolan had been heading in. Without the proper language skills they could only walk on in silence, each lost in his own thoughts. 
 
    What the hell’s going on? First there was that American, now I’m bumping into a Frenchman and a Japanese guy? Am I really supposed to buy that we were all just minding our own business thousands of kilometres away from each other and then poof, we’re all waking up in Satan’s backyard? 
 
    After persisting along the path for a few hours, they stopped to rest. Jacques had a chocolate bar in his work belt, which he split evenly between the three of them. After sitting around for a bit, they stood up and prepared to continue on with their hapless march when a shrill scream pierced through the silence and rooted them in place. The three of them exchanged troubled glances before surveying their surroundings. 
 
    Nolan shifted nervously, knowing full well what sort of creatures inhabited this forest. That sounded like a little girl. A second scream confirmed his suspicions, this one sick with anguish. Takeshi and Jacques shared a hard stare before cautiously rushing away from the main path. 
 
    “Wait, it’s dangerous in there!” 
 
    Nolan tried to stop them, but Takeshi pointed into the unknown. “Little girl. We go!” 
 
    They have no idea what’s out there! He shot a pleading look at Jacques, but caved under the Frenchman’s judgemental glare. Nolan had no choice but to follow. Only once they were past the treeline did he realize that he’d forgotten to take his jagged branch along. 
 
    They found her a minute later with the aid of her dying screams. She was lying on the ground, wisps of blonde hair plastered to the tears and snot that dribbled down her terror-stricken face. She couldn’t have been older than ten-years-old. Hunched over her were three vicious-looking foxes that were making quick work of what was left of her body. Each was the size of a full-grown deer. 
 
    Takeshi and Jacques shared the same look of grotesque disbelief, clearly unprepared to stumble upon such a sight. Nolan almost vomited. This is why I didn’t want to come out here! He grasped at the two men and tried tugging them away, but they were too overwhelmed by the horrible sight before them to heed his words of warning. 
 
    The sound of breaking twigs sent a shiver down Nolan’s back and he looked over to see the big, fluffy head of a fourth fox poking out from behind a large tree only a metre away from Jacques. Its razor sharp teeth firmly clamped themselves down over the Frenchman’s throat before Nolan could spit out a sound, the strength of its jaw separating head from shoulders with sickening ease. Seeing Jacques killed so gruesomely in an instant, Takeshi was spurred into motion and he took off in the direction of the road while screaming at the top of his lungs. 
 
    Fuck! Nolan glanced back at the two corpses, horrified to see three more foxes emerging from a large thicket. Why didn’t you listen to me? 
 
    They’d almost made it back to the path when Takeshi tripped on a hidden tree root and tumbled to the ground. Nolan stopped to help him up but had to lunge to the side in order to barely avoid the snapping jaws of one of the deranged foxes. Three of them had caught up in an instant and descended upon Takeshi, who connected eyes with Nolan at the exact moment that they began to tear into him. Nolan sprinted for the path without looking back. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Three: Where the Hell Am I? 
 
      
 
    I’m so fucked! 
 
    Although they hadn’t followed Nolan out onto the path, the brief flashes of orange told him that the foxes were weaving their way through the surrounding underbrush with the hushed ease of practiced predators. There was no way he could outrun them. The fact that they hadn’t killed him yet could only mean that they were toying with him. 
 
    After another minute or so of heavy sprinting, he stopped in his tracks and turned to face his pursuers. Fleeing was only prolonging the inevitable. Like hell he’d just roll over from exhaustion and die. 
 
    He grabbed a nearby stick and snapped it in half, holding one jagged piece in each trembling hand. You think I’m a free meal? You want to pick me off after I run myself into the ground? Nolan let out a primitive roar. “Let’s see who’s losing an eye over dinner!” 
 
    He heard a dense swathe of plants rustling off to the side but by the time he turned around it was already too late. The great fox slammed into him, causing him to lose hold of his meager sticks and tumble into a nearby tree. The first impact stole away the air from his lungs and the second one gave him a premonition that he wouldn’t be taking another breath in this lifetime. 
 
    He pushed himself up to a seated position and leaned against the tree that would serve as his tombstone. Stars danced in his vision like a cloud of silver confetti and he couldn’t shake off the winded feeling that plagued his lungs. He could see now that only two foxes had followed him, but that was still two more than he could handle. He couldn’t even move. 
 
    Faced with imminent death, Nolan could only let out a bitter, breathless laugh. I never thought I’d go out like this. 
 
    The closest fox was bearing its teeth in a wild grin, one which Nolan could only mirror in a final show of defiance. Determined to observe his last moments, he watched as the fox pounced for his throat. Thomas, Steph… 
 
    A warm wind rushed past, momentarily distracting him. It was then that he realized that something had just fallen onto his lap; the head of the closest fox, leaking fresh blood over his shorts with its mouth still curved upward in that dangerous grin. The animal’s body remained upright as the severed stump at its neck showered Nolan in hot blood like some hellish fountain. He stared with wide eyes and a slack jaw at the tall man that suddenly stood before him. 
 
    Dressed in loose pelts and furs that left his heavily muscled arms and legs exposed, Nolan could only describe him as a barbarian. His hair was long and wild and the colour of dirt, his broad feet bare and scarred. A great iron axe was slung over his shoulder, its deadly double-sided edge gleaming in the sunlight where it wasn’t stained with fresh blood. Without sparing Nolan a glance, the man tilted his axe and slammed the flat end into the wobbling, decapitated body of the dead fox. The strike sent it flying into the other beast with relative ease as if the man were playing a social match of baseball. The two foxes sailed into a tree over five metres away with a dull thud, and the second fox’s spine snapped with an audible crack. 
 
    The man looked back at Nolan and sneered, before walking over to the second fox and finishing it off with another casual swing of his axe. He then knelt down, grabbed two fistfuls of fur and began dragging the carcasses back into the forest. 
 
    Over a dozen people emerged from the heavy underbrush before Nolan could register what had just happened. A handful of them were large and strong-looking men, each taller than him by at least a head and armed with a heavy metal axe. The rest were women who carried handle-less baskets of woven wicker that were filled with plants and herbs. Most of them were staring at Nolan with mixed levels of curiosity, specifically at his clothes. His running shoes, cargo shorts and torn up T-shirt drew an amusing comparison to their tribal appearances. 
 
    They were all dressed in the same pelts and furs as the barbarian who’d just saved him. Looking closely, these pelts seemed to have been made from the fur of other giant foxes. The women only wore enough to barely obscure what needed to be covered, their way of arranging the furs and pelts leaving most navels, backs and thighs exposed. The men shared this immodesty in how their furry vests showcased their sculpted midsections and muscular arms, with pelted skirts covering them below the waist. 
 
    Speaking of the barbarian that had saved him, he hadn’t made it far into the forest before he was intercepted by a young girl who couldn’t have been any older than fifteen. The mess of long, dark strands that spilled from her head gave off an unkempt sort of beauty, as did her vigorous eyes, irises the shade of a moonless night.  They seemed to be arguing, but Nolan didn’t recognize the language let alone understand it. He guessed that he was the source of the argument, since the girl kept gesturing and pointing over at him as if to punctuate her statements. 
 
    Eventually the barbarous man seemed to concede. He shot a look of vehement displeasure in Nolan’s direction before he turned around and led the rest of the group down the eroded pathway while dragging the two dead foxes behind him. At the back of the group the girl paused over Nolan and motioned for him to follow, looking him up and down with an inquisitive glint in her penetrating gaze. 
 
    Luckily the fox hadn’t broken any of his bones, though he knew he’d have some ugly bruises in a day or two to top off those that he’d received from those older boys earlier on. He’d already been in pretty rough shape to begin with, but comparing the hits he’d taken from those degenerates to the oversized fox’s tackle would be like comparing a toddler’s punch to the right hook of a professional boxer. 
 
    Nolan stood with a groan and subconsciously carried the fox’s head as he followed the girl and the rest of the group down the pathway. What kind of place are they taking me to? 
 
    Contrary to his initial impression of the forest’s vastness, the towering trees and dense undergrowth eventually came to an end. Ahead of them was a sprawling expanse of open grassland, an endless swathe of dazzling emerald that shimmered in the wind like a rippling tide. The pathway persisted into the shoulder-high grasses, which swallowed Nolan’s line of sight as the group continued on through the new region. No one else seemed worried about the prospect of being ambushed by wild creatures, but that didn’t quell his unease in the least. 
 
    The black-haired girl kept trying to converse with him until it became apparent that he couldn’t speak their language, at which point she began pointing at any random thing and slowly pronouncing what it was. Nolan was dealing with too heavy a shock to take her lessons to heart, but he still entertained her by absentmindedly repeating each word that she spoke and imitating her enunciations. Too much had happened far too quickly, so he figured that it’d be best to just put everything in the back of his mind for now lest he suffer a terrible breakdown and go insane. 
 
    Aside from being roughed up by a few goons and a giant fox, Nolan had been on his feet for hours, which had left him completely exhausted. How much longer would he have to drag his feet before they reached their destination? 
 
    Looking up at the blazing sun that dominated the empty skies, he figured it must be late in the afternoon, or perhaps early in the evening. Aside from the girl, whose name could only be Nyla after all the times she had jabbed her chest with a thumb and slowly stressed both syllables, the rest of the group completely ignored him. 
 
    Throughout the walk the men shared bouts of barking laughter, the women trading giggles and whispers as they peered into each other’s baskets, and occasionally avoided or enjoyed the groping hands of their protectors. Aside from the man at the front, three of the other warrior-looking brutes were lugging dead foxes along behind them. Nolan was having enough trouble carrying a single head, which was almost the size of his torso, but he didn’t want to look as soft as he felt so he forced himself to bear with the strain. Were his mind not in so much of a shock, he would have flung the furry ball of teeth and whiskers out into the grass and then issued a suitable scream. 
 
    They ran into several strange-looking snakes and oversized rodents along the way, any one of which would have sent Nolan scampering for safety if he were alone. The unfortunate critters were all killed and scooped up by Nyla’s people without the slightest chance of escape. 
 
    At one point a flock of birds passed overhead that was so dense it seemed as if a large black cloud had blotted out the sun. Staring up in wonder, Nolan thought he saw massive outlines darting throughout the distant feathery ceiling, but whatever disturbance had drawn his eye seemed to disappear before he could make out its identity. 
 
    They eventually arrived at a huge clearing where a massive barricade seemed to hide a remote village of at least a thousand people. It was evident that a large patch of the field had been flattened to make room for the several hundred dwellings and few small buildings that came into view as Nolan’s group passed through the open entryway. 
 
    A network of dirt roads spread throughout the village in a messy web that loosely resembled streets. Each property enjoyed a fair deal of personal space within the perimeter of the barricade, a massive palisade wall that had thousands of sharp wooden stakes protruding out at different angles. 
 
    Nolan couldn’t help but look around with curiosity. There were huts made of neatly arranged sticks and wooden posts, and cabins of crudely hewn branches presumably gathered from the smaller trees of the nearby forest. There were some stone buildings here and there, but the number could be counted on a single hand and they reminded him of the houses in the Flintstones, giant slabs of rock piled together to create a shelter. 
 
    Hundreds of people sat around large communal bonfires that were randomly spaced throughout the camp-like layout, usually at the more spacious intersections that connected the dozens of dirt pathways. Hundreds more enjoyed the heat of smaller campfires in front of their homes, where they roasted meat, chatted with friends and family, and drank from simple wooden cups or hallowed out horns. 
 
    Nolan was surprised to see that not everyone was dressed in pelts and furs. Some people wore loose robes of simple fabrics, usually of a single earthen colour, while others had variations of softs blues and coniferous greens.  Those that had adorned themselves with jewelry had fashioned their precious accessories from silver and gold, lustrous stones, even the bones of animals. 
 
    The group dispersed after reaching a large bonfire in the central area. Only Nyla stayed behind, taking the fox’s head from Nolan and leading him down a dirt path to a tiny and isolated shack at the edge of the village that was at least fifty metres away from the closest hut. The little construct looked as if it had been hastily thrown together with a bunch of small and flimsy branches, the floor carpeted with a brittle heap of pale straw. There was no door, so Nolan was able to see that somebody was curled up in one of the corners atop a mess of brittle hay. Were it empty, there would be enough room for maybe four people to sit comfortably within. 
 
    Nyla spoke some words with a smile and gestured toward the tiny shack without caring to peek inside. Nolan wasn’t trying to go snuggle up in the dirty hut just yet so he plopped down onto the trampled grass a few metres from the entranceway. After getting him settled, Nyla said something else and ran off with the fox’s head slung over her shoulder, tiny droplets of blood dripping from its drying base. 
 
    Nolan hugged his knees as he stared around at the lively atmosphere of the boisterous villagers with a hallow feeling in his gut. What sort of situation was this? Giant plants and animals, super strong people… How many others had wound up in this place, mercilessly devoured by the forest like Takeshi, Jacques, the man in the bushes, that poor little girl? 
 
    He pitied himself for a few moments until a bit of grass shifted on his right and something scurried out. Looking up at him from about a metre away was a scarlet ant almost as long as his forearm, its black pincers barbed with purple-stained tips and its scarlet body laminated in a thick coat of lustrous chitin. 
 
    He laughed helplessly. What was this now? 
 
    Nolan stared at the ant and wondered if it would leap onto his face if he tried to scamper away. Before he could come up with any ideas a head-sized rock smashed down onto the oversized insect and crushed it in an explosion of warm goo. Nyla dropped down on Nolan’s left side and held out a steaming bowl of soup with a vibrant smile. Nolan stared at the twitching legs of the dead ant and then accepted the bowl with a shudder, unable to appreciate the girl’s wild beauty. 
 
    He glanced down at the steaming soup. Are those pink olives? Is this olive soup? Nolan set the bowl aside. Even if it were something good, he’d still lack an appetite. 
 
    Nyla stuck around and tried to talk to him for a while, but he wasn’t trying to have a broken conversation at the moment so he kept turning his head and avoiding eye contact until she got the picture and left. She stalked off into the backdrop looking a bit let down, though she returned a short while later to toss a small bundle of fabric onto his lap before marching away without saying a word. 
 
    He went behind the shack to change. First he put on a diaper-looking wrap of cloth that he took to be undergarments, follow by a simple green robe made of a rough material that resembled burlap. The robe had no sleeves which gave it the appearance of a sort of rugged dress, much too open and breezy for his liking. The bundle had been tied up with a strip of the same green cloth, which he fastened around his waist like a belt. There were also two thin sock-looking pieces of leather, which he slipped onto his feet due to the blood that soaked his high-top shoes. 
 
    Setting his filthy clothes aside, he took a seat next to the shack and let out a heavy breath. Now that he was alone with his thoughts he couldn’t help but slip into a daze, at which point he became completely oblivious to the goings-on around him. 
 
    Once the sun began to dip over the horizon and the stars slowly materialized overhead, his muddled gaze finally regained its focus. The sky remained cloud-free, affording him a perfect look at the pair of moons that hovered soundlessly in the indeterminable distance. There would be two, he scoffed. 
 
    The smaller one looked just like the one that Nolan remembered from Earth, pale but bright and riddled with scars. The larger of the two seemed to be around twenty times the size of its neighbour, its icy blue glow a few hues brighter. 
 
    Looking up at the two distant celestial bodies, he couldn’t help but think about Thomas and Steph. How would they react when he suddenly stopped showing up at home? What would his mom do without him around to look after the house, to watch over his siblings? 
 
    Without realizing it, the moment he laid eyes on the two moons he’d subconsciously accepted the harsh reality that this was indeed another world. The view above him was truly spectacular, but like the beauty of the black-haired girl he was too miserable to appreciate it. Aside from the moons the sky was so densely packed with stars and swathes of aurora-like lights that it created a scene that he couldn’t help but silently acknowledge it with a sour look on his face.  
 
    Nolan woke up once the sun had warmed his skin to the point of discomfort. He’d stared up at the sky for hours last night, set aside all the stress and anxiety that he’d been suffering through and lost himself in the wondrous dreamscape above. He’d drifted off at some point, and when he awoke the next day it was to find himself comfortably cuddled next to that dead ant and the big rock. 
 
    He shot to his feet and backed away, patting himself down and jumping around to make sure that no frightening insect had crept into his new clothes while he was sleeping. That was when he realized he was as sore as someone who’d fallen down a flight of steps, his body slick with sweat. Feeling the battered skin of his torso, the tenderness of his black eye and the stinging of his split lip, he cursed. 
 
    “What was that?” someone yelled abruptly. “What did you just say?” 
 
    A pale and chubby youth around Nolan’s age scurried out of the little shack. He had dark bags underneath his eyes, which were a bit sunken in, and he was likewise covered in a heavy layer of sweat. 
 
    “You mean when I swore?” 
 
    “You said ‘fuck!’” He fell on his knees, almost weeping in apparent happiness. “You speak English!” He grabbed Nolan’s hand and shook it vigorously. “I’m Jason. Where’re you from, man? What’s your name?” 
 
    “Collinsville, Canada. I’m Nolan.” 
 
    “Nolan! I’m from Toronto! My God, Nolan, where are we? The other day I was lying on my bed messing around on my phone, and then the next morning I woke up in this shack. Everyone outside looked scary and they were dragging around these giant dead animals, so I just stayed in here and kept lying down. Nobody’s noticed me yet, but I’ve been freaking out this entire time. What if the owner of this shack comes back?” 
 
    Nolan winced from the pain of the bruises on his chest. “You woke up in this shack? For real?” 
 
    The boy gave an incredulous nod. “All I’ve had to eat is that cold soup you left over there. Sorry—I couldn’t let it go to waste, not when I’m this hungry. Anyways, do you think you could put in a good word for me? Please man. I heard that girl talking to you earlier. I can tell that you’re in with these people. Please, please…” 
 
    Confronted with Jason’s pathetic appearance, Nolan felt a bit better about how he’d handled himself following the sick twist of fate that’d placed him in this world. He’d seen people die and encountered frightening monsters in an eerie and desolate forest, basically lived a nightmare. Somehow he’d managed to encounter Nyla and the people from her village, and so finally wound up here. 
 
    “Get your shit together man. I don’t know where we are, but I don’t think they’ll hurt you. I’m pretty sure they just gave me this shack, so you can live here if you want.” 
 
    “Thank you! You have no idea how relieved that makes me.” 
 
    “We’re still stuck here.” 
 
    “But at least we have a place to sleep.” 
 
    Nolan got behind Jason and pushed him over to the remains of the frightening ant from the night before. Its head was still intact, as were three of its legs, but its body had long since been crushed to paste by Nyla. 
 
    “Whoa, what the hell is that?” Jason jumped back a few steps, the colour in his face draining. “How long’s this freaky-looking ant been here? I was sleeping like right over there.” 
 
    “That’s a random ant that crawled out of the grass when I was sitting here yesterday. That girl you saw me with, Nyla, she killed it with that rock. She was holding a bowl of soup in one hand, so that means that she came to bring me some food and saw me staring at the ant, and then stooped down to grab the nearest rock with her other hand.” 
 
    “Seriously? That rock has to weigh at least forty kilos.” 
 
    “How strong do you think these people are if any random girl can pick up a rock this big with one hand? She didn’t bat an eyelid when she killed the ant, like it was some house spider in her eyes.” Nolan pointed at their feet. “Look at this thing. This is just an ant, and we’re on the inside of that big wall. You have no idea what’s on the other side, what kind of danger we’re in. I’m not kidding when I say that we probably won’t survive unless we learn as much about this place as possible and come up with some sort of game plan.” 
 
    Jason ran a hand through his greasy hair, his big brown eyes wide with trepidation above a lightly freckled face. “What’s on the other side of that wall?” He shot a troubled glance at the ant. 
 
    Nolan’s tone grew somber as he began a detailed narration of yesterday’s events. Jason didn’t believe him for a while, but after seeing the bloodstains on his old clothes and another fox carcass that lay out front of a nearby cabin, a grave expression slipped onto his face. 
 
    “So we weren’t the only ones that ended up here? Does that mean that my parents could be here too?” 
 
    “How should I know? For now we should just focus on getting by.” Nolan couldn’t bear the thought of Thomas or Steph, or even their mom, left wandering alone in that wilderness. The only way to keep from falling victim to such agonizing thoughts was to focus on the problems in front of him. 
 
    “So what do we do?” 
 
    Nolan nodded at the bustling village. “Learning their language should be our first priority. We won’t get anywhere if we can’t even speak to the locals. Let’s wait here for a bit. I’m sure that Nyla girl will show up at some point. There’s a chance I might have pissed her off a bit yesterday, so just be really nice to her and I’m sure she’ll look after us.” 
 
    Nolan’s guess was spot on, as Nyla showed up an hour later with another bowl of soup and the big wicker basket that she used to store herbs. She looked surprised to see Jason at first, but the moment she noticed that he and Nolan could understand one another, her eyes gleamed with excitement and she ran off to get another bowl of soup for him. He had no idea why she was so interested in them, but it worked out in their favour. 
 
    Aside from the soup, Nyla had also grabbed another one of those big baskets, making it apparent that the original one had been meant for Nolan. She waited until they finished off their pink olive soup, which tasted far better than it looked, and then motioned for them to grab their baskets. 
 
    After exchanging glances with Jason, Nolan shrugged and followed the fur-clad girl down a wide dirt path with the large wicker basket in hand. Walking through the odd little village, he felt as if he were in a waking dream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Four: Bleak Outlook 
 
      
 
    A lot had happened in the month since Nolan had first arrived at the village.  
 
    Virtually all of the men played the role of a warrior, dedicating their time to either going out to hunt for resources, honing their skills, or indulging themselves in food, drink and women. Nolan noted that the people here were more than just a bit promiscuous. It was common for many to take on multiple partners, with even the more modest warriors having two or three wives. It didn’t take long for Nolan to see that the stronger one became, the more respect and status they garnered in society regardless of gender. 
 
    Though he spotted several females in the large groups of men that left the village to hunt in the distant forests, most women oversaw the domestic tasks that were seen as being below those with the status of a warrior. This included sorting through resources obtained by the hunting parties and organizing them by quality, and then delivering them to the village head’s residence to be distributed among the villagers. Many women were also charged with preparing meals, harvesting produce, processing materials such as leather and fur, and fashioning clothing for their families. Everyone contributed in some way and in return received protection, shelter and sustenance. 
 
    Although Nolan and Jason were considered adult men in this society, they had adopted Nyla’s daily routine of doing domestic work with a handful of women and girls for most of the day, after which they would return to hide away in their little shack until the following morning. They knew how it must have looked to the villagers, but what other choice did they have? 
 
    Including Nyla, their group had eight women. If they weren’t weaving baskets then they were collecting fruit from the small orchards and berry bushes that had been planted at an out-of-the-way area within the great palisade wall. The largest orchard was a healthy plot of olive trees that were tall yet squat, their smooth leaves as pink as their fruit. Because of its quiet and pleasant setting, Nolan had come to prefer harvesting olives over the other tasks. 
 
    Once a week their group would accompany a dozen warriors out into the forest and spend the entire day foraging for medicinal herbs while the men fended off whatever dangerous creatures they encountered and kept an eye out for any animals that might serve as a decent meal. 
 
    When Nolan and Jason had been told that they’d have to go out into the forest on a weekly basis, they’d been overcome with dread. They had no idea what to look out for in this world, and even back home it wasn’t exactly like they had been woodsmen. It was impossible for Nyla not to notice how frightened they were at the thought of heading out into the wilderness, so she spoke up for them on two separate occasions and fought for them to stay behind, much to the dissatisfaction of the rest of their group. 
 
    As Nyla could only do so much, they were eventually forced to tag along. She showed them samples of the four plants they’d be looking for, and let them hold on to one of each for reference. 
 
    Whenever Nolan fingered through a patch of grass or wildflowers in search of a certain plant, the thought of some abhorrent insect scurrying out at him without warning made him extremely uncomfortable. They had no clue what might be poisonous, which insects and rodents aggressive or deadly. 
 
    His heart hadn’t stopped pounding that day, as every second was spent thinking that some creature would suddenly rush out of the bushes and attack him before the warriors could react. They encountered a lot of animals, most of which he recognized as being larger or different coloured versions of those from Earth. 
 
    Every time some oversized, vicious looking beast jumped out to attack the group, it was quickly surrounded by three or four warriors and slaughtered within moments. 
 
    At the end of the day Nolan was just as wary of the villagers as he was of the creatures in the forest. The men had already looked down on him to begin with for working with the women, but after the last excursion most people in the group didn’t try to hide their disdain for him. Since most of the men were tall, muscular and tanned, the comparatively short and feeble newcomers drew quite a bit of negative attention. 
 
    The displeased group members were beginning to vent their annoyances to their friends back in the village, and the amount of scornful looks that he and Jason received continued to grow by the day. At this point he was uncertain if they would be allowed to remain in the settlement. 
 
    Nolan had always been interested in history and had read his fair share of material back on Earth. He was aware of how messed up people could be, especially in ancient times, and now he found himself in some presumably Dark Age world where any little girl could lift her own weight and a basic warrior in the village could hack a grizzly bear to death with an axe. Could he really trust that some angry villager with half a brain wouldn’t off him in the middle of the night based on some ridiculous prejudice? 
 
    That they had been allowed to remain in their little shack for so long, he gathered that Nyla most likely occupied a special position among the villagers, for it was at her word that people left them in peace. He discovered that this was indeed the case, and that people treated her particularly well because she was the younger sister of the strongest warrior in the village, that herculean man who’d saved Nolan’s life from those foxes back in the forest. 
 
    Nyla spent entire evenings sounding out words with him and Jason, often taking them out on walks and naming things off as she saw them. While the other boy was having some trouble, Nolan picked it up with relative ease. These days he was about as fluent in their language as a very young child, so he was able to convey basic thoughts and say simple sentences without having to put much thought into it. He’d always been an adept learner but in the past few years he’d become lazy and withdrawn. He had ignored his studies and foregone any sports teams at school, skipping classes almost daily. 
 
    He had no idea why Nyla was being so nice to them, especially when just about everyone else in this place was a complete asshole. How could such a sour and judgemental community bring up such a wonderful and considerate person? 
 
    Since Nolan couldn’t knock his heels together and poof back to Canada, he pushed all thoughts of home and his family to the farthest corners of his mind and instead focused on slowly coming to terms with his situation and figuring out a way to increase his odds of survival. 
 
    If circumstances developed to the point where enough people were hell-bent on casting him and Jason out of the village, then it would be best if they snuck off on their own so as to avoid any form of confrontation. Even if things cooled down and they were allowed to stay, they’d still be expected to carry out dangerous tasks in order to earn their keep. 
 
    They needed some sort of method to protect themselves. The quickest way was to acquire a weapon, but only warriors could get one from the village and only their families had enough resources to produce one. Another option was to get in the best physical shape possible, even if it only increased their chances of survival by a single percent. Jason wholeheartedly agreed, and so they had made a habit of spending a few hours doing basic workouts outside of their shack every night after sundown. 
 
    On a day that started out like any other, Nolan woke up sore from the endless push-ups, sit ups, crunches and whatnot from the night before. He got his wits about him and prodded Jason awake, and then the two of them went out to wait for Nyla, who showed up every morning with a bowl of pink olive soup for each of them. It was kind of sad, but Nolan wouldn’t know what to do about food if she ever failed to show up. After breakfast, the two of them grabbed their baskets and together with Nyla they made their way to the olive orchard. 
 
    The three of them were the first to show up, so they got to work prodding the trees with long sticks and then collecting the olives that fell to the ground. Once their baskets were full, they emptied them into a big wooden barrel, which would then be sealed with a loose lid and rolled down to the village head’s residence with however many others they’d managed to fill that day. 
 
    Late in the evening when they’d finished sealing the fifth barrel, Nyla brought them along to the cook fires in the central area of town, where several hundred others had gathered for their evening meal. Right across from the big bonfire that burned from dusk to dawn was an open square where a few dozen campfires were maintained all throughout the day. Many warriors hunted on their own to feed their families, but most people ate at the communal fires at least a few times a week. 
 
    Nyla had changed out of her usual orange pelts and into a short skirt made from the fur of some purple leopard-spotted animal, her ample chest wrapped tightly in the same material and held firmly in place by a simple pin. Her long dark hair hung down over one of her lean shoulders, evidence that it’d recently been combed through. Like this, she’d lost all traces of barbarism and could have been any pretty girl from modern-day Earth. If he were back home, Nolan would’ve definitely tried to get the sparks flying with such a beautiful girl, but here he was probably the least desirable man in the village, probably even the world. 
 
    A lot of men were attracted to Nyla, but even the strongest warriors kept their distance out of respect and fear for her brother. Yet these men had to sit back and watch as she took care of Nolan and Jason’s every need and spent almost all of her time with them. Judging by their simple temperaments, Nolan could only imagine how many men had it out for them. 
 
    “Wait here.” Nyla ran off to one of the crowded fires to get the usual heaping plate of meat and berries for the three of them to share. 
 
    Aside from the pink olive soup, the most common food was the meat of a large boar-like animal that was big enough to feed hundreds of people. A handful of these boars could feed the village for a week. It was cut up and cooked over the dozens of fires simultaneously, assuring that the area always had a pleasant aroma. Nolan would’ve liked coming here if he didn’t have to face dozens of scrutinizing gazes and insulting comments from the backdrop every time he wandered in. 
 
    “I hate coming here,” Jason said quietly. 
 
    “I’m with you there. But Nyla already brings us our meals, so we can’t not get it ourselves when she asks us to come.” 
 
    “Could we just not eat?” 
 
    “She’d get mad.” 
 
    Jason connected eyes with a heavily prejudiced looking warrior who’d been mean-mugging him from a nearby cook fire. He turned to Nolan and gave him a weird look. “Are you serious? Who cares about that?” 
 
    “Think about it.” Nolan adjusted his robe as he glanced around. “If she gets mad then she might stop bringing us food altogether. Then we’d have no choice but to come here every day, for every meal. From now on we should come here every time she asks us to.” 
 
    “Fuck sakes.” 
 
    They continued to whisper back and forth, but were eventually interrupted when a commotion within the many rows of cook fires drew their attention. Sure enough, Nyla seemed to have gotten into an argument with a few men while fetching their food. 
 
    He and Jason traded hesitant looks and made their way over. From what Nolan understood, it seemed that the men had taken some of her food. 
 
    “Who are you to tell me how much food I need?” 
 
    “A small girl like you has no need for a steak of this size.” A giant, broad-shouldered man stood in front of a fire where a huge chunk of meat was roasting on a spit. His pelts were made from the body of some dark, bear-like creature, an open declaration of his strength.  He was taking oversized bites of a big hunk of meat that he held in his bare hand, chewing sloppily so that bits of cooked flesh occasionally fell into his heavy, frayed beard. 
 
    Nyla’s dark eyes narrowed. “It’s not just for me. That was for three people!” 
 
    The big man smirked, staring at Nyla with covetous eyes. “Was it for those pathetic outsiders you dragged in weeks ago? Our village is no charity.” After he spoke, he shot a look in Nolan and Jason’s direction. A few men around the same fire grunted in agreement. 
 
    “Bron! They are my friends.” 
 
    “They’re strangers. We don’t need to concern ourselves with them.”  
 
    “The village head tells us not to turn away those in need.” 
 
    “We fed and sheltered them for a month. That should be enough. They don’t have the qualifications to become members of our village. The village head may sometimes urge us not to turn people away, but that doesn’t mean we should allow any stranger we see to join our village. You and your brother were a special case, but those two are worse than trash.” He spat into the fire. “With the Tigerfang Tribe moving in on the surrounding territories, now’s not the time to show any weakness. What do you think our enemies will think when they see those two among our ranks?” He glanced at Nolan and Jason. 
 
    More villagers voiced their agreement. 
 
    Nolan’s heart was pounding. What the hell was this? They were getting grilled in public and it was just fine? There were a decent amount of people that shared the same sentiments as the big guy. Was it really such a big deal if they stayed? 
 
    “I can’t really understand them.” Jason had gone sweaty with panic. “What’s happening?” 
 
    “Nothing good.” Nolan didn’t catch it all either, but he’d understood enough to know what was going on. Who would’ve known that they’d get kicked out of town so soon? Did the people here really dislike them so much just because they were weak? 
 
    Nyla looked beyond frustrated, but there was nothing she could do. 
 
    The big man smiled and took another bite of the steak. “If there was nothing else, why don’t you take your friends along and—” 
 
    “Stop making trouble for my sister.” 
 
    Another big man stepped out from the crowd. It seemed that Nyla’s brother had shown up to have a meal and came over after noticing the disturbance. 
 
    “Quin.” The man in the bear pelt narrowed his eyes. 
 
    Confident and imposing as always, Quin came to stand within reach of Bron. 
 
    “Leave.” 
 
    Bron flinched and subconsciously took a step back. Seeing Quin looking down on him, his face flushed red. “Enjoy having everyone lick your feet while it lasts, because once my brother breaks through to the fourth level of Body Nourishment we’ll see whose words will hold more weight around here.” 
 
    “Vade is going to make a breakthrough?” 
 
    “We’re going to have another warrior as strong as the village head?” 
 
    The surrounding villagers were pleasantly surprised and initiated an excited murmur as soon as they heard the news. 
 
    “That’s enough, Bron.” A bulky man walked out from the crowd. He wore the same dark bear pelt as the man that he addressed, as did the three men that followed behind him. His beard was short and trim, his hair pulled back in three places and joined together as one ponytail at the nape of his neck. He was actually younger than Bron, who had to be somewhere in his early thirties. 
 
    A young woman stood at the man’s side, her athletic frame visible from beneath her dark pelts. She stared at her companion with seductive eyes, her open vest affording occasional glimpses of her bare breasts at the behest of even the slightest movement. 
 
    Although the other man was shorter than Quin, he had a vicious glint in his eyes that gave him an imposing edge that would be hard for any of the other warriors to match. “Let the girl get some food for her friends. How can we deny them a meal when they’ve worked so hard for the sake of our village?” 
 
    Though Vade appeared to be mocking Nolan and Jason on the surface, his comment was actually a jab at Nyla. Quin snorted. “If you have nothing else to say, then leave. I’ll be having my meal now.” He walked past Vade, bumping shoulders with him on his way over to the nearest fire.  
 
    Vade frowned, and then spoke up once again. “Unfortunately, I cannot leave just yet.” He cleared his throat and spoke out deeply, his voice carrying to all corners of the central area. “The village head has entrusted me with a message. He has two important announcements to make, so everybody is to gather here at sundown. Spread the word. Everybody must attend!” 
 
    After saying this, Vade turned around and left with Bron and a few others, though he was sure to shoot an icy glance in their direction as he exited the scene of the commotion. Trading looks of helplessness with Jason, Nolan was apprehensive about what the village head had to say. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Five: It Gets Worse? 
 
      
 
    The over one thousand residents of Redfox Village were crammed shoulder to shoulder within the limited space of the central square, the entire plaza abuzz with a cacophony of speculative conversation. The sun was just beginning to set, the entire sky awash with vibrant pink and purple clouds painted over by the fading sunlight. It seemed like everybody had arrived by now except for the village head. Nyla had brought Nolan and Jason along with her and Quin to attend the gathering, her bear of a brother completely ignoring them in his usual manner from the moment that they met up. 
 
    Nolan was still thinking about that sudden conflict with those two men, Vade and Bron. He couldn’t help but turn to Nyla and do his best to ask her about what Bron had said about breakthroughs and what he’d heard someone mention about advancing to the fourth level of something. 
 
    After thinking it over for a moment, Nyla asked him a question in return. “You’ve seen the warriors train, yes?” 
 
    He nodded. 
 
    “Depending on your level of talent and how much time you put in, once you reach a certain point in your training then the energy taken in by the body will begin to strengthen you both inside and out.” 
 
    “Breakthrough?”  
 
    “Yes, that is what it’s called when the body reaches a new level of strength. Only by slowly increasing your intake of Origin Energy will you be able to push your limits and increase your affinity with the energies of the world.” She looked thoughtful for a moment. “Eating demonized beast meat and refining medicinal herbs can help with absorbing energy, but not many people enjoy such luxuries, at least not in a little village like this.” 
 
    Nolan scratched at his head awkwardly. He hadn’t fully grasped her explanation. 
 
    She rolled her eyes, and then grew somewhat serious. “The more you train, the stronger you get, the tougher your body becomes. Vade is about to reach the same level as my brother.” 
 
    Nolan frowned. If that dangerous-looking guy became someone on Quin’s level, not only would he be able to throw Nolan and Jason out of the village, he would definitely be able to get away with killing them if he wanted to. After all, Quin didn’t owe them any favours and he couldn’t always be around to keep an eye on them. 
 
    This damn place! 
 
    There was a good chance that he would stumble into a crisis sometime soon. Just as he was about to ask Nyla how one might absorb this so-called “Origin Energy,” an old man dressed in a soft satin robe edged with reflective silver trim had appeared on the rooftop of one of the larger cabins near the fringes of the square. 
 
    He just jumped on top of that two-storey building. 
 
    The crowd immediately grew silent at the sight of the village head, a sure sign of the respect he commanded within the community. His long white hair was pulled back and tied with a silver ribbon, which gently rocked in the breeze as he considered the villagers below him with a solemn expression on his wrinkled face. Nolan had been expecting some towering brute on a level higher than Quin and Vade, not this small and frail-looking old man. 
 
    “I’m glad that everybody could make it.” The man closed his eyes and took a deep breath. The square had gone silent so that the only sound was a light whisper of wind. “The reason I’ve assembled you here on such short notice is because there are several things that everyone must be made aware of. 
 
    “I’ll start with the news that affects our village directly. It concerns our peace talks with Six Meadows Village. As you all know, we recently sent representatives out to work up an agreement to keep their people from hunting in our fields. These representatives returned early this morning with news that the peace talks did not take place. By the time they arrived at Six Meadows Village it had already been reduced to a smoldering ruin.” 
 
    The old man’s words immediately roused a storm of hushed conversation. 
 
    During the past month Nolan had learned as much as possible about the local landscape, including how many settlements filled the region. Six Meadows was one of the closest villages in the area and also roughly equal to them in terms of manpower and battle strength. For Six Meadows Village to have been wiped off the map in so quiet and prompt a manner was worrisome. If it could happen to them then who was to say that it couldn’t happen to Redfox Village as well? 
 
    The village head continued on. “Six Meadows was the only the thing separating us from the territories of the larger villages to the east. It’s been two months since the Tigerfang tribesmen have entered into a peace treaty with the Crow Clan. During this time they’ve been directing their focus on the smaller tribes in the area. As of now they have already conquered two of their neighbours.” The village head’s eyes sharpened. “But I can tell you with the utmost certainty that the Tigerfang tribesmen had nothing to do with the annihilation of Six Meadows Village.” 
 
    “Village Head, please enlighten us.” Vade stepped forward. “If not the Tigerfang tribesmen, surely it couldn’t have been the Crow Clan’s warriors?” 
 
    The old man shook his head. “I’m afraid that’s impossible, Vade. I just learned from a reliable source that both Tigerfang Village and the Crow Clan no longer exist. They have met their demise at the hands of the Netherwolf Tribe from the Southern Plains region. Just like the people of Six Meadows, a portion of their women and children were taken captive and the rest were slaughtered down to the last man and boy!” 
 
    “What’s going on?” 
 
    Nolan ignored Jason as he tried to make sense of the old man’s words. From the sounds of it a few of the neighbouring villages had been attacked, even the towns that originally inspired fear into the hearts of the people here. Didn’t that mean that there was a high chance this village would be attacked as well? 
 
    Nolan tapped Nyla’s elbow from behind. “Netherwolf Tribe?” 
 
    “A powerful tribe from the Southern Plains region.” She kept her attention focused ahead, her dark eyes gone cold. “Their home is many times larger than Tigerfang Village.” 
 
    Quin gave Nyla a complicated glance. “I doubt they would come all the way to the Northern Plains region just to plunder the smaller tribes and villages. There are plenty of those in the south.” 
 
    She nodded slowly. 
 
    Did they have some sort of past relationship with the tribe in question? 
 
    The village head’s voice resounded throughout the area. “We are now facing an imminent crisis. Considering which villages have fallen so far it is likely that we will be the next target. With that in mind, I’d intended for us to abandon everything and retreat into the forest, but two days ago I received a message from the Netherwolf Tribe saying that they would be sending out a representative to come and discuss the forming of an alliance between our two villages!” 
 
    Most people in the crowd appeared startled. 
 
    Vade immediately spoke up. “Village Head, what benefit would a great tribe such as theirs stand to gain by allying themselves with a small village like ours? Could it be that the other villages received the same offers before they were attacked?” 
 
    The village head frowned. “It is likely that their representative will come with an ultimatum that will put us in a difficult position, and if we refuse to go along with their will then we can only be vanquished like the others. After much thought, I’ve decided to await the representative’s arrival and hear what he has to say. During the time it takes for him to get here, everyone is to quietly prepare to leave at a moment’s notice. We will agree on the surface to buy time for us to flee into the forest while their representatives return home to inform their chief of our decision.” 
 
    The collective voice of the crowd flared up once again, but the village head held up a hand to preserve the silence. “The second bit of news that I would like to mention is a matter that concerns more than just the Northern Plains region.” 
 
    Hearing that, many people put on thoughtful expressions. Nolan wouldn’t be surprised if most of them had never left the lands around their village, so matters concerning areas outside of the Northern Plains region must have hardly ever reached their ears. 
 
    Faced with the crowd’s bubbling anticipation, the village head cleared his throat. “After almost a millennia, it seems that another Interspatial Migration has occurred.” 
 
    A few gasps and cries of disbelief swept throughout the crowd, though most people responded with confused grumbles and unsure voices. Nearly everyone’s mouth had opened. 
 
    “An Interspatial Migration, in our era!” 
 
    “Am I hearing him right?” 
 
    “An Interspatial Migration? What’s he talking about?” 
 
    The chief raised his hand once again. This time it took a full minute for the assembly to quiet down.  
 
    That got a bigger reaction from some people than the doomsday announcement? Nolan couldn’t believe it. 
 
    “You did not mishear me,” the village head continued. “Rumours have been circulating for some time about dozens of strange encounters happening all around the plains regions. In the past weeks there have been many accounts of people stumbling upon aimless wanderers wearing strange clothing and speaking unrecognizable languages, always lost and unarmed and hopelessly confused.” 
 
    Nolan forgot how to breathe. In contrast, Nyla’s eyes lit up with wonder and a tiny smile replaced the terse frown from before. Had similar thoughts visited her mind during the past month?  
 
    “Forgive me, Village Head!” a youth near the back called up while giving a quick bow of respect. “What is an Interspatial Migration?” 
 
    Seeing that many of the younger people looked eager to know what had worked up their seniors to such an extent, the village head didn’t seem too surprised. “An Interspatial Migration is a strange phenomenon where all of a world’s inhabitants are transported to a different realm in a single instant. Nobody knows how or why this happens, not even the people being transported, but it is said to have occurred five times during the last ten millennia, and is described as a catastrophic event for the affected.” The old man glanced toward Nolan, his face unreadable. 
 
    Apparently the village head had grown up in the lands beyond the plains region, and was evidently the most knowledgeable person within the village. 
 
    “The people of the migrating world can only be pitied. While not much is known about the homes they leave behind, one thing is absolutely certain. When a world gets caught up in an Interspatial Migration, it can be seen as an extinction event for its inhabitants. All of them are dropped into Venara at random, so there’s no telling if one will first appear in the middle of a vast ocean, atop the peak of the highest mountain, or even within the den of the deadliest beast. Most are known to die within minutes of their first appearance.” 
 
    My God—Thomas! Steph!  
 
    The village head’s words cut into Nolan’s mind like a dull blade. If his words were actually true then wouldn’t it mean that all of Nolan’s loved ones had been transported to this terrible place, same as him? To think that the absolute worst-case scenario he dreaded most had actually come to pass. He was pretty sure that the old man had said that they could wind up anywhere, even in the middle of an ocean.  
 
    When even an ant around here was the size of a cat, just what type of monsters would be in the ocean? Just how big was an ocean in this world? Even if it was empty and the weather was calm, a person would exhaust themselves and drown before they could starve to death or die of thirst. Everyone on Earth had been sent to their deaths in the time it took to suck in a breath, for no rhyme or reason. After all he’d been through since coming here, how could it turn out that he was actually one of the lucky ones? 
 
    Nolan’s mind blanked out for the remainder of the gathering. Even though his shock capacity had increased tremendously ever since he’d “migrated,” he was still having a hard time digesting everything he’d been able to understand.  
 
    Soon Nyla was ushering him and Jason back to their shack, with Quin following silently behind. She ran a simplified version of the village head’s words by Jason and then drifted off into a contemplative silence as she watched him and Nolan work through their recent realizations. She didn’t dawdle, merely stated that she would come by with some soup in the morning. She showed no trace of her earlier intrigue, only the same open sympathy that she had shown them since their initial meeting.  
 
    The siblings lingered for a moment before heading off into the gloaming with complicated expressions. Nolan and Jason lay awake for hours in the stifling heat of their rickety little shack, though neither of them loosed so much as a whisper. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Six: Hopeless Situation 
 
      
 
    Nolan couldn’t remember the last time he’d felt so empty. He’d been up for most of the night agonizing over the unknown fates of his family members, haunted by the fact that they could have been eaten or drowned or killed in any number of ways while he was just lying there in the questionable safety of his little shack.  
 
    Even once he’d finally managed to drift off into sleep, he’d been forced to relive his first day in the forest through a series of lucid night terrors that reanimated the grim situation with a darker undertone. The vivid recap would last up until the point of Takeshi’s death, after which the traumatizing scene would revert back to the moment when he had first laid eyes on that giant centipede that had interrupted his confused conversation with that American man from Chicago. Then it would play out again and again in a torturous loop.  
 
    By the time Nolan awoke it was already mid-morning. Fingers of sunlight poked through the dozens of holes that riddled the feeble walls and ceiling, filling it with dust-speckled pillars of light that crisscrossed in all directions. Jason was awake, lying on his back as he stared upward without paying any attention to the scream that Nolan had let out when he’d startled himself into consciousness. His eyes were heavily sunken and his face pale, his roughly spun robe covered in bits of hay. 
 
    Nolan sat up. “How long have you been awake?” 
 
    “Half-hour or so.” 
 
    “How’re you feeling?” 
 
    Jason tilted his head. “A bit better than you from the looks of it.” 
 
    Nolan clenched a fist. “Do you believe what they’re saying about that migration thing?” 
 
    “You mean about everyone on Earth being sent here?” Jason sat up to face him, and as he did so Nolan realized that the pudgy, wide-eyed boy he’d recently come to know had lost quite a bit of weight in the past few weeks. “I don’t know what to think. Wouldn’t there be a lot more people wandering around if almost eight billion of us all came here together? On the other hand, both of us are here and you’ve run into other people from Earth. I don’t know what I’m supposed to think right now.” 
 
    “I know how you feel, man. We’re in the same boat.” Nolan ducked outside and then dusted himself off. He tried to enjoy the nice weather until his apprehensive friend stepped out to face the day some ten minutes later. 
 
    “Has Nyla been by yet?” 
 
    Nolan found it a bit strange that she was running so late. Something must have held her up. “I haven’t seen her.” 
 
    “Damn it. What’re we going to do about breakfast?” 
 
    “You still have an appetite?” 
 
    “No, but I know I’ll regret it later if I don’t eat.” 
 
    Jason was right. An average day in this village was so exhausting that they couldn’t afford to skip out on a meal. Nyla had always taken care of their food, but without her they would have to go to the cook fires in the central area if they wanted to have breakfast. Knowing this, they could only hope to discreetly snatch a bit of food from an unmanned roast and then hurry off into the wide clutter of homes with their hard-earned sustenance. 
 
    The two of them received a lot of odd looks along the way, and the majority of people contained wary and uncertain glints in their eyes. Before long they arrived at an outer area nearby the section of the village that housed the cook fires. There weren’t many people here at the moment since most had already eaten and gone off to begin a long day’s work, but there were still around eighty villagers mingling about, most sharing meals with friends or family.  
 
    As they began to draw more attention, Jason had slipped into a panic. His forehead was beaded with a light sheen of sweat and he kept balling up the coarse fabric of his peasant-like tunic. He clearly didn’t know which fire to go to, since there wasn’t a spot without people nearby. 
 
    “Hold your shit together man, looking scared only makes it worse.” 
 
    Nolan took the helm and strode over to the nearest fire where the stout haunch of some unknown animal was quietly roasting on a spit. Fats and juices bubbled on the surface, which gave the meat a tender and delicious look that stirred Nolan into action without a moment’s hesitation. He grabbed a carving knife that someone had left leaning against the circle of rocks that enclosed the flaming embers and then carved out two neutrally-sized chunks of meat. These portions were large enough to keep them full for a few hours but small enough to avoid making them appear greedy, lest they risk offending someone. 
 
    Nolan passed one of the pieces of meat to Jason. Once they’d secured their precious food, the two wasted no time in slipping through the wide gap between a pair of nearby cabins and emerging out onto a random path on the opposite side. After scarfing down their meals as quickly as possible, they reported to the olive orchard where their work group usually met up at the beginning of each day. 
 
    To their dismay Nyla was nowhere to be found, despite this being the day of a planned excursion. They were forced to accompany the rest of their group out into the forest in order to forage for a few specific plants, under the loose protection of the disgruntled warriors. It was by far the worst trip that Nolan had made into the forest since finding refuge in Redfox Village. The others often sent them away from the group without protection, far enough that they might as well be alone in the dangerous woodland. 
 
    It happened about an hour after they lost sight of the rest of the group. They had spotted foragers from another band of hunters and gatherers from the village and had decided to change directions in order to avoid any unnecessary conflicts, and were now somewhat lost. He and Jason were in the midst of retracing their steps when the silence was broken by a heavy snapping sound, evidently from the splitting of a sizeable branch. The two boys froze on the spot and immediately fell to the ground to anxiously hug the earth. 
 
    What is that? Jason mouthed, brow moist with sweat and eyes wide with tension. 
 
    How should I know? Nolan mouthed back. 
 
    He closed his eyes and listened to the sounds around him; the chirps of unseen birds, the droning and buzzing of hidden bugs. Nearly a minute passed before an oncoming breeze carried with it a single word of the local language. That word, he thought, is an affirmation. It means okay, or yes. 
 
    “I heard a voice,” he whispered. 
 
    “You think it’s someone from our group?” 
 
    “Could be.” 
 
    “If it is then they can lead us back to town.” Jason frowned as he stood back up and lightly dusted off his clothes. “I really don’t want to, but should we go check?” 
 
    Nolan held up a finger for Jason to keep quiet and follow after him. He carefully led them in the direction where he’d heard the nearly inaudible voice, which he didn’t hear again until they were nearing a particularly dense thicket that sat at the heart of an otherwise barren patch of forest. With nothing but soft dirt beneath their feet, they proceeded onwards with quiet steps. 
 
    The voice grew much louder as they drew nearer to its source, a woman who kept on repeating that same word with impassioned vigour. 
 
    “Dude, there’re people fucking in there.” 
 
    He waved down Jason’s whisper and gave him a hard glare. Focusing on a gap within the wilted foliage, he caught sight of a woman’s bare breasts in between bouts of fondling from two large hands, her body jolting from heavy and consistent impact. 
 
    Jason gulped from beside him, his eyes glued to the hole in the thicket. Nolan waved to get his attention and then urgently motioned for them to leave. The other boy glanced around him and nodded without hesitation, and the two began a quiet retreat. Twenty steps into their withdrawal, the woman’s body dipped downward amid a loud chorus of skin-to-skin clap-like contact, affording Nolan a glimpse of her face. 
 
    His heart nearly leapt from his throat as he recognized her as the woman that had been clinging to Vade’s side back in the village. Her head dipped out of sight and then the man’s face came into view, though surprisingly enough it wasn’t her hard-eyed husband but rather the man that had initially started trouble for Nyla at the cook fires, his older brother Bron. 
 
    Nolan was too anxious not to notice that the moans and grunts that had so indiscreetly filled the area had abruptly ceased. 
 
    “Look, it’s our group!” 
 
    Jason’s words brought attention to the nine or so individuals that were currently making their way through the undergrowth not far ahead of them. They quickly rejoined with the others, who weren’t the least bit relieved at the sight of them, and then continued on with their foraging until their leader spoke up and then began leading them back toward the village. 
 
    They didn’t see Nyla that night, which stimulated Nolan’s sense of unease. They had obviously seen something that they shouldn’t have, and he couldn’t turn a blind eye from the growing worry that they might have been detected by Bron and that woman.  
 
    He and Jason went to bed hungry. 
 
      
 
    Once again, Nyla failed to make an appearance the following morning.  
 
    Having abstained from dinner the night before, Nolan and his nervous roommate had to brave the central cook fires once again in order to quell their rising hunger. After nicking a couple more slabs of the same meat from the previous day, they hurriedly fled the scene and stopped at a discreet path a couple hundred metres to the west. 
 
    They gobbled up the unknown meat like a couple of dogs that had secured some scraps, wary that somebody might try to take away their food like that brutish asshole had done to Nyla the other day. 
 
    Nolan licked the grease off his fingers with a nasally sigh. What a piece of shit that guy was. 
 
    A big hand suddenly clapped down on his shoulder and nearly caused his knees to buckle. He turned his head to see none other than Bron and a few other bulky warriors standing behind him, as well as a handful of aloof-looking women that held foraging baskets with relaxed grips. They were all wearing the same bear pelts as Bron, which meant that they were probably his relatives, as most families in Redfox Village wore clothes fashioned out of the same materials.  
 
    The brute had a big grin on his scraggly face as his hand kept Nolan locked in place like an iron shackle.  
 
    Does he know we saw them smashing in the forest yesterday? 
 
    When Jason saw who had unknowingly grabbed onto him, the expression of relief that the meal had brought upon his face instantly twisted into one of alarm and despair. 
 
    “What a coincidence,” Bron smiled. “I was just looking for you.” 
 
    Nolan tried his best to remain calm. “For what reason?” 
 
    “I heard from your work group that you didn’t show up for today’s trip into the forest.” 
 
    “They left without us,” Nolan lied. “They were gone when we got to the square.” 
 
    “It’s no matter. Our group wasn’t going out into the forest until later, so we agreed to lend your people a couple of our members so that they wouldn’t have to wait around for you. Since you’re here, come along with us and fill in the missing spots. It’s your fault anyhow.”  
 
    “What good timing, we were just on our way out!” A lean figure emerged from amongst the group of women, apparently a late arrival. The woman that had given off the impression of being Vade’s lover stepped forward and parted long strands of dark hair with a calloused hand so that she could stare needles into his nervous gaze. 
 
    It was clear that Bron had an ulterior motive for trying to get them to go out into the forest. With the looming destruction of the village on everyone’s minds, he’d probably stopped caring that Nolan and Jason were friends with Nyla and chosen to act upon his evident dislike of them. If they were attacked by the Netherwolf Tribe then the village would need every able hand to defend it. There was no way that a powerful warrior like Bron would be punished or scrutinized for killing them, the weak nuisances that nobody seemed to like. 
 
    Nolan tried his best to feign sincerity. “Thank you for the kind offer, but we will go to the orchards to pick fruit.” The hand on his shoulder clenched tightly enough to make him cry out in pain, and he nearly fell to the ground. The dozen or so people in the immediate area retreated into their dwellings, their actions making it clear that they didn’t plan to get involved. 
 
    “I’m afraid that’s not for you to decide.” 
 
    “N—no baskets,” Jason said. 
 
    “I’m sure we’ll think of something.” 
 
    Under the supervision of Bron and his group, Nolan and Jason were marched out of the village through one of the lesser gaps in the palisade wall. Not many people saw them on their way out due to the obscure sequence of pathways that Bron directed them down. 
 
    Soon enough the group was strung out in single file as they followed a slim, grown-over trail that led to an area of the forest that was entirely different than the spots that Nyla’s group frequented. They eventually broke off from the small trail and cut their way through the dense underbrush, heading into unknown wilderness with nothing but the sounds of snapping twigs and ruffling shrubs to accompany the choruses of hidden bugs and birds that pervaded the vicinity. 
 
    Nolan’s shoulder throbbed with a residual ache from the ridiculous strength of Bron’s grip. The entire walk had been extremely solemn, with not one person speaking up a single time. He could tell that Jason was just as frightened as he was, neither of them willing to speak up and risk moving their premeditated murder ahead of schedule. 
 
    Why go through all the trouble of leading us hours away into the forest? 
 
    Nolan was extremely unresigned to dying in such a fashion. Wasn’t he the same as some sheep being led to its culling? The more he thought about how easily it had been for Bron to kidnap them and then bring them off to be murdered in some discreet location, the more a rising anger began to fight through the fear that clouded his mind. There was no way that he’d let himself die when Thomas and Steph could still be out there somewhere. 
 
    They’d only just entered the forest and had yet to run into any dangerous creatures. Nolan had a feeling that they planned on having some animal kill him and Jason so that they could just bring their bodies back and claim that it was an accident. Nobody would look into it, not now that the Netherwolf Tribe was on their doorstep. 
 
    Bron eventually commanded the group to stop and split it in two. Nolan and Jason accompanied him and the young female warrior to scout out the area ahead. The remaining warriors stayed behind to guard the other women, all of whom began foraging for herbs. 
 
    Jason started to say something but Bron shoved him to the ground and held him in place. The boy went limp as he whimpered into the dirt like a helpless child. He was then picked up by a fistful of musty fabric and set back onto unsteady feet. 
 
    “Let’s see,” the young woman murmured. “Where should we go? You two, up front.” 
 
    Nolan and Jason were forced to lead as the four of them continued their silent trek into the forest. It was mentally suffocating to walk through thick bushes and swathes of wildflowers and fungi with the knowledge that some frightening creature might suddenly jump out and attack them. During their previous outings the warriors of Nyla’s group had always formed a loose perimeter around the foragers, but this time was different. Nobody would save them if they were attacked by some heinous creature. 
 
    Jason had begun to shed silent tears at some point. Nolan tried to comfort him with a weak whisper, but a leafy thicket a few steps to their right suddenly began to shake and a giant fox emerged along with the sound of snapping twigs and ruffling leaves.  
 
    This fox was much larger than any of the other ones Nolan had seen thus far. Its fur was ruby red, its claws longer and finer than any in his memory. Its bloodshot eyes seemed to emit a chilling orange glow, and its razor-sharp claws were nearly half a metre in length. All in all, it appeared much more threatening than any of the others he’d seen. 
 
    Bron’s eyes narrowed. “Demonic beast?” 
 
    “Red foxes can’t demonize!” the female warrior called out in shock. She glanced at her companion. “What is this?” 
 
    The massive fox—which was the size of a moose—turned its head at the exact moment that the woman had spoken out. It noticed her first and pounced toward her without warning. 
 
    Nolan had followed his gut and tackled Jason out of the way just as the demonic fox had laid eyes on the barbaric woman behind them. She instinctively tried to avoid its pearlescent fangs but they found her neck before she could even raise her hefty axe to defend. Her finely muscled body crumpled to the ground, headless. 
 
    The woman might have died in an instant, but Bron was no pushover. The moment that his lover’s head had been eaten by the fox he smashed the blade of his axe into its face and then used the force of the recoil to initiate a quick retreat. Enraged, the beast shook its head and let out a bloodcurdling roar. Bron’s head-on attack had only agitated it, for it merely left a long yet pathetically thin cut that didn’t appear to be bleeding. 
 
    Nolan had never imagined that a person could move as quickly as Bron. It only took a handful of seconds and the burly man had vanished into the forest, the huge fox launching after him without missing a beat. 
 
    Nolan scrambled to his feet and made to yank Jason up from the ground only to find that his friend had been knocked unconscious during their fall. Another loud roar reverberated nearby, followed by a horrifying scream of pain that could only have been a shrill mutation of Bron’s deep voice. Jason was dead weight at this point, but Nolan couldn’t just leave him.  
 
    He ducked down and got one of Jason’s arms around his good shoulder and heaved him upward. It was difficult to keep him on his feet. Nolan gritted his teeth and set a slow pace, wading through a nearby bush with the boy’s feet dangling behind him. He struggled on for a few minutes before he realized that he wasn’t the only one giving off the sound of movement. 
 
    A brief glance over his shoulder revealed the huge form of the massive fox, which was headed right toward him at a lazy trot. Its mouth hung open in a canine pant, its teeth so large that Nolan could see them clearly despite there being about a hundred metres between them. The fur lining its lips was matted and slick with blood. 
 
    It would only take the beast a few leaps to catch up with them, but Nolan had come to understand that these foxes enjoyed playing with their pray, found amusement in giving them a sense of hope before ripping it away along with their lives. Clearly the beasts possessed a decent amount of intelligence, this one in particular. Nolan could see a twinkle of entertainment in its veiny, glowing eyes.  
 
    When it saw him looking back in its direction, the demonic fox’s grin tugged up at the corners. It was actually smiling at him. 
 
    Nolan ignored the cold shivers that jolted up his spine at the sight of that blood-slicked smile and threw caution to the winds. He dove into a huge thicket that he was passing by, the spindly arms high enough that even the demonic fox would be entirely submerged once it followed after them. 
 
    It was a lot harder to lug Jason along once they were surrounded on all sides by leafy, overreaching arms that stabbed into them from every angle. For all Nolan knew these plants could be hiding spiders or centipedes or something else that could kill him just as easily as the fox, but what other choice did he have? 
 
    The mass of foliage came to an abrupt end, which took Nolan off guard and sent him and Jason tumbling to the dirt. He wasted no time in hoisting his friend back up and dragging him along, heart pounding all the while. It was easy to tell when the fox entered the thicket, as the undergrowth parted like the red sea the moment that the furred beast stepped inside. 
 
    While putting all his strength into fleeing, Nolan was alarmed to spot another creature up ahead. At first its figure was hard to make out since it blended in with the surroundings so perfectly, but crouched not too far away was a massive praying mantis, its body light green with venomous blue blotches spread about the surface of its plated exoskeleton. What caught Nolan’s notice wasn’t that it was tall enough to stand face-to-face with the demonic fox, whose head had just stabbed out of the thicket with its lazy, deadly grin to stare directly at the mantis. What drew Nolan’s eyes were its gleaming and inestimably sharp scythe-like arms, which were emitting a dim orange glow as it continued to consume a corpse that Nolan didn’t have time to look at. 
 
    In such a do-or-die moment Nolan charged right toward the mantis, which was about eight metres away. The huge insect noticed them before they could get too close. It uttered a strange, high-pitched shriek as its wings shot out and lifted it off the ground with a heavy buzzing sound. At the same time, a prideful roar echoed throughout the forest. The moment that the two demonic beasts laid eyes on each other they entered into a frenzied state and charged at one another in what must have been some sort of territorial conflict. 
 
    Nolan hugged Jason and dove to the ground, both of them rolling out of the way just as the two monsters collided. The fox bit down on one of the mantis’s arms with its strong jaw, severing the limb completely. The mantis slashed out with its other arm and the steel-like blade cut into the fox’s abdomen and gutted it in a single, clean slash. Though the fox had clearly been caught unawares, it sent out a strong swipe of its paw that savagely smacked into the mantis’s head, which promptly detached from its body and flew off into the forest. 
 
    The two monsters stood for a moment more, unmoving as the surroundings were gripped by an eerie silence. The mantis was the first to fall, its one-armed body toppling to the ground in a twitching mess. The fox fell a moment later, its entrails spilling out in a flood of gore that was much too intense for the unprepared eye. 
 
    Nolan couldn’t believe what he’d just seen. He stood up with an incredulous look and gazed around at the bloodbath before him. Gentle warmth hugged his feet as the fox’s blood pooled over his ankles and continued on to brush against most of Jason’s right side. 
 
    Standing there in a pool of demonic beast blood and scattered intestines, Nolan felt something tap against his toe and subconsciously stooped down to grab a small object that had been caught in the tide of viscous fox blood. His hand had been cut into at some point, though he was too disturbed to worry over getting some of the fox’s blood in his injury. Crouching there in the warm, dampening soil, Nolan didn’t know what to think as he considered the strange stone ring that stared up at him from the rippling scarlet stream. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seven: The Glade 
 
      
 
    The ring appeared to have been crudely shaped from simple stone. Nolan cleared away most of the blood with his robe until could see that some words had been etched into its dull, grey surface. The characters had faded to the point that even the ring’s creator wouldn’t be able to read the engraving that they’d left behind. 
 
    Why had such a thing been in the fox’s stomach? Nolan couldn’t see why that monster would be interested in eating a small piece of stone. The first explanation that came to mind was that the beast had eaten the ring’s previous owner, who must have been wearing it. 
 
    Nolan subconsciously kept the peculiar object, slipping it onto his left hand’s index finger since his filthy robe had no pockets. After that he strode over to stand between the two monstrous bodies and simply beheld the grim scene with absentminded fascination. 
 
    Look at these things. I can’t believe this shit is real. 
 
    Before the man had attempted an escape Bron had said that the huge fox was a demonic beast. From what Nolan had heard over the past several weeks, the bodies of these dead monsters held an extremely high value. Nearly every part of a demonic beast’s body was an invaluable treasure to the people of Redfox Village. Its flesh and blood would strengthen one’s body upon consumption, and its organs and bones could be fashioned into armours, weapons and medicines. He had once heard Quin mutter that he wouldn’t be able to kill even the weakest demonic beast, a sure indication of how difficult such resources were to obtain. 
 
    If he could present some of these materials to the village head then there was a chance he and Jason might earn the right to stay in Redfox Village without any hassle.  
 
    Nolan looked at Jason and then peered into the surrounding forest. What am I thinking? This stuff won’t matter if Jason and I get torn apart by some monster. 
 
    He attempted to gather his wits. Jason was lying in a puddle of blood that extended all the way over to where he stood between the two dead creatures. The right side of the boy’s face was beginning to bruise over, his robes soaked through while some strands of his greasy hair gently floated in the still liquid. 
 
    Nolan had only managed to take a single step toward his friend before a terrible burn flared up in his left hand. His first thought was that he’d been stung by a huge hornet or some other crazy insect but then he remembered that he’d cut his hand earlier while fleeing for his life. Still, how could his injury suddenly become this painful? 
 
    He couldn’t believe it when he glanced down to see that the ring had somehow come off of his finger and was in the midst of drilling into the open cut on his hand. After it burrowed straight into his palm, an icy stabbing sensation ran up his entire arm that hurt so badly that it made him seriously consider cutting his hand off with one of the mantis’s arms. 
 
    Within seconds the ring had already wormed its way past Nolan’s elbow. There was no hope of containing his screams despite the fact that he was scared to attract one of the countless predators that filled the forest. Teeth gritted, he fell to the ground with a gory splash and began to writhe and spasm. This was easily the worst and most frightening pain that he’d ever felt in his life. 
 
    Nolan’s willpower crumbled once the ring made it past his shoulder and began to head for his heart. Streams of tears disappeared into the dark fox blood that covered his face as he hollered and cried out in anguish, his reality turned torturous. Soon his voice had gone hoarse and his throat had grown sore, but still he croaked and cried as the ring continued to carve a path straight for his heart. Vision swimming, he finally fainted, unable to bear the pain for another moment. 
 
      
 
    Nolan woke up in a syrupy puddle of thick blood with his left arm feeling like an icy spike had been nailed into it from hand to shoulder. Much of the gore had been absorbed into the soil and some of the blood on Nolan’s clothes had dried. He couldn’t have been unconscious for too long, but even so he was lucky that some wandering creature hadn’t stumbled upon him when he was out cold. 
 
    He forced himself to his feet and turned to get a look at Jason’s condition, but there was no sign of the unconscious boy.  
 
    If he woke up, he definitely wouldn’t have left me here. He felt a chilling, sinking feeling in his gut. Had something dragged him off to some unknown location? No, if that were the case then he would have left behind a trail of the demonic beast blood that he’d been laying in. 
 
    Nolan froze as a tickling perturbation crept up his back. Something had seemed off from the moment he’d woken up, and it clicked as soon as he shifted his focus from the mess at his feet to the curious backdrop that he had yet to take notice of.  
 
    He and the dead demonic beasts were near the edge of a large glade that was encircled on all sides by a small and peculiar forest. The leaves and trunks of the trees that surrounded the huge swath of verdant, knee-high grasses were completely grey and lifeless. What screamed for Nolan’s attention was that even the sky was an eerie and inanimate grey, a blank, cloudless slate. 
 
    He was one hundred percent positive that this wasn’t the same forest he’d just been in. Everything outside of the glade was completely devoid of colour and not a single sound reached Nolan’s ears. 
 
    A sudden rush of vertigo sent him falling onto his hands and knees, where he failed to fight down a flood of acidic vomit. What was wrong with him? The strange setting should have been the first thing that he noticed upon waking up. How did he get here? The demonic beast corpses were in the exact same positions as before, as if they hadn’t moved in the least. He couldn’t help but relate the situation to the first day when he had woken up in the forest near Redfox Village. Was this some sick joke? Was God out to get him? 
 
    Nolan tried to calm down as he waited for the fog around his mind to clear. He needed to get a better understanding of his surroundings, and to confirm whether or not there was anything dangerous lurking in the woods. 
 
    At least it’s quiet enough to hear if something’s out there. 
 
    He was near the fringes of the expansive clearing, which was at least a few hundred metres in diameter. There was a cabin off in the centre of the field that was squared in by a waist-high wall of plain stone that extended out to form a large courtyard in front of the dwelling’s face. 
 
    Since he was nearer to the treeline, Nolan decided to get a quick look into the forest. It took half a minute to get to the very edge of the glade, at which point the complete lack of sound caused his uneasiness to soar.  
 
    Once he was sure that there were no creatures lurking immediately beyond the ashen trees, he took a few timid steps forward. He was immediately shocked by a frigid feeling of pins and needles that seemed to prick every particle of his body. Without warning a strange wind-like force knocked him off of his feet and sent him tumbling backwards. His vision spun as he propped himself up on an elbow and made to stand, surprised to find that he’d been repulsed over four metres away from the closest tree. 
 
    He had no idea what to think about what had just happened, so rather than disturb himself with in-depth thought he temporarily marked the forest as off limits and turned back. He passed right by the demonic beast corpses and headed for the cabin, his body aching from the inexplicable wave of invisible force that had just sent him sprawling. 
 
    Is Jason somewhere nearby? 
 
    It wasn’t long before he stood at the entrance to the courtyard, which afforded him a perfect view of the property. The log cabin would have been one of the biggest ones in Redfox Village, as it was large enough to have at least three rooms of moderate size. There wasn’t a single window that he could see, only an ordinary wooden door at the centre of the barked wall, which was as dark as coal. 
 
    The entire enclosure was paved with the same grey stone as the low-riding wall, which made for a neat and modest front yard. On the left side of the square was a large circular water fountain that spouted a glistening umbrella of the clearest water that Nolan had ever seen from the generic wedding-cake-shaped pillar at its centre. It had a depth of about one metre and the jets of water boasted an upward reach of at least four times that length, with small rainbows floating all throughout the resulting mist. This paradise-like fountain was completely out of place in such a plain courtyard. 
 
    Up against the far wall sat a knee-high slab of sleek black stone that stretched at least five metres from end to end, and about half as wide. The entire block was filled in from corner to corner with a mixture of tiny white text and innumerable hard-to-make-out etchings of people in various stances and awkward poses, like ancient carvings on the walls of a long-forgotten cave. 
 
    Since there were only a few things to see in the courtyard, Nolan approached the door to the cabin. Should I knock…? He tried the wooden handle but it didn’t budge. Since he couldn’t get inside, he decided to make use of the fountain to wash the blood and grime from his body as best as he could. He promptly stripped out of his tattered and bloodstained robe, and began to scoop water onto himself before scrubbing the stains from his skin. No matter what part of his filthy body he dipped in the fountain, not a trace of dirt or blood could be seen in the crystalline waters.  
 
    At first he’d regretted that he hadn’t stolen a long drink of the gorgeous liquid before tainting it with his filth, but now he wondered if that was something that he needed to worry about. The whole ordeal with the ring had caused him to scream his throat raw, so he only hesitated for a minute before he dipped his head into the water and began to gulp it down.  
 
    A soothing sensation travelled down his throat to warm the pit of his stomach. The water was cold and had a crisp, clean taste. Pulling his head out, he was astonished to see that even the mass of blood that’d been caught in his hair hadn’t left a speck of redness in the twinkling waters. Nolan dipped his raggedy clothes in next and kneaded the rough fabric together for a while before pulling it out with a small sense of satisfaction. Not a single stain remained, as if the liquid had devoured the blood. 
 
    Leaving his robe out to dry, he left the property and trekked over to the end of the glade that was opposite from the corpses of the fox and the mantis. The trees and plants, the sky; all was completely still and silent in this region, as if this corner of the world were lost in dead space. 
 
    Staring at a gap between two trees along the fringe, Nolan took a deep breath and charged into the colourlessness beyond. He was immediately repelled in the same fashion as earlier, his naked body tumbling away in a pathetic manner. If there was anything to be grateful for it was that nobody was around to see his shameful state. 
 
    He couldn’t wrap his mind around the strange mechanics that governed this lifeless woodland. It seemed as if an invisible barrier of sorts had been erected around the small field and that nothing could pass its boundaries. If this was truly the case then his current situation was a lot direr than he’d originally suspected. The fact that he couldn’t enter the forest meant that he was trapped within this glade. He hadn’t seen any sign of Jason, or anyone else for that matter. He was all alone as far as he knew.  
 
    Although it didn’t seem like there were any threats in the area, Nolan had no way of knowing whether or not he was safe. Since the moment that he’d awoken with a muddled mind and lethargic limbs, he had been slowly regaining control of his faculties. He felt particularly revitalized thanks to the water from that strange fountain, not to mention that the soreness of his body had noticeably lessened.  
 
    The gears had started to turn in his head and yet he still failed to make sense of what was happening, which caused a terrible sense of doom to settle in his heart. As selfish as it seemed, he didn’t have the luxury to worry about Jason at the moment. What did it matter if he could figure out how he’d been transported here? He still wouldn’t be able to leave the forest, and he’d soon be facing a hunger crisis. At this point, there was a high chance that this glade would be his gravesite. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eight: The Netherwolf Tribe Arrives 
 
      
 
    Jason’s eyes peeled open as he was roughly shaken awake. Only a fraction of the evening sunlight leaked beneath the distant treetops, which shrouded the forest in shadows and the occasional patches of dusky light. One of these silhouettes was currently jostling him by the shoulder, not only waking him but also arousing the aches and pains that he’d been oblivious to in his slumber. 
 
    His eyes regained focus. “Quin?” 
 
    Nyla’s brother appeared aggravated, his lips curved downward beneath at least two weeks’ growth of thick facial hair. 
 
    Jason struggled to his feet and realized that most of his body was encased in a thin shell of partially dried blood. Oh my God! As soon as he discovered his grisly appearance he began to frantically pat himself down in search of an injury. 
 
    Quin was indifferent to his crisis. The young man absentmindedly picked at his beard. “Nolan?” 
 
    Jason looked around in confusion before his eyes widened with dread. It was only now that he remembered the massive fox that they had bumped into right before that lunatic Bron would have killed them. The last thing he remembered was being tackled to the ground by Nolan as that horrifying animal looked them over with its ghastly, luminescent eyes. 
 
    He felt sick to his stomach as he examined his surroundings. The soil was moist and dark with more than enough blood to fill a few bodies. Nolan, their kidnappers, the fox—there was no sign of anyone that had been involved in the scene that had claimed his consciousness. There was only that hair-raising patch of blood, several metres wide and yet to be fully absorbed into the forest floor. 
 
    He wasn’t lying about what he saw in the forest. Jason began to cry. Nolan had definitely died. It was obvious that he’d tackled him out of harm’s way only to be eaten by the fox along with Bron and that woman. Why didn’t it eat me? Maybe it was…too full? 
 
    Quin seemed to put things together after finding him alone and covered in blood, in addition to seeing his crestfallen reaction upon awakening. The big man picked up his great axe from nearby and walked off into the forest, which gave Jason no choice but to follow. As much as he was quiet and unsympathetic, Quin didn’t rush him during the long walk back to the village.  
 
    Jason couldn’t believe that he had lived to see the end of the day, and even more, that Nolan hadn’t. This was the first time one of his friends had passed away—he still wasn’t convinced that most people from Earth were dead—not to mention that Nolan had been eaten alive by a monster. He doubted he’d ever be the same after today. 
 
    The two of them arrived at the village in the early hours of the night. Quin led him down paths speckled with dying fires and grunting shadows until they arrived at a modest cabin near the village’s central square. He opened the door and waved Jason inside without looking back to see his response. 
 
    “How was it? Did you find them?” 
 
    Nyla’s pleasant voice spilled through the doorway as he stepped inside. The main room was large and open, outfitted with simple wooden furniture and lit by a healthy flame that cackled in the stone fireplace over on the right wall. Beyond the main room were two closed doors, one on the left and one on the right. 
 
    “Jason!” Nyla hurried over. “Are you hurt?” She took in his bloody appearance. “Where is Nolan?” 
 
    “Where do you think?” Quin hung his axe up on two metal pegs that jutted out from the wall to the left of the door. “Why bother worrying over them?” 
 
    “They’re my friends!” 
 
    “How many weeks has it been since you met them? Becoming attached to such weaklings is only setting yourself up for pain in the future.” He dropped into a wooden chair and plucked a pale blue apple out of a bowl that sat atop their only table. “These Otherworlders have the strength of children. I’m surprised he even lasted this long.” 
 
    “They’re the only ones who are truly sincere to me,” she said. “I don’t care where they are from, or how strong they are. Don’t forget that we are strangers here too, Quin. It’s only been two years and yet all this time…” 
 
    “What are you hoping to accomplish here? Did you learn nothing from what happened in the Southern Plains region?” 
 
    Nyla’s face went dark. She grabbed Jason’s hand and dragged him into the room on the left without speaking another word. Her eyes were a bit moist, but she didn’t cry after hearing about Nolan’s death.  
 
    Jason had always been able to tell that she had enjoyed Nolan’s company over his own. The boy had been a bit rough around the edges, but he’d also been an unexpectedly brilliant guy. It had only been a little over a month and the kid had already practiced the local language to the point of near fluency. He could always spot an unkind gaze in a crowd and had a knack for knowing who might be willing to speak to them on a given day and who to avoid. He had been the only person to look out for Jason since everything had gone to hell, the only person aside from Nyla anyhow. 
 
    The smaller room had a fur bedroll laid out along one of the walls, a simple trunk sitting open beside it that was overflowing with trimmed pelts and soft robes. Several books sat on the floor in a corner of the room, alongside a handful of scrolls, a small inkpot and a purple-feathered quill. A light flowery smell clung to the air, in addition to a subtle smell that could only be described as Nyla’s pleasant scent.  
 
    She pointed at the bedroll once they had entered the room. “Sit.” After he complied, she asked, “What happened?” 
 
    “Demon animal.” 
 
    Jason tried his best to go over everything that had taken place since he and Nolan had first gone to the cook fires to get some food. Nyla apologized again and again throughout his choppy explanation, grief-stricken at not having shown up with breakfast as usual.  
 
    It turned out that she and Quin had been called over to the village head’s residence at sunrise the day before, and they had been confined there for most of the day. After arriving at their home in the early hours of the night the siblings had been visited by Vade and the village head, who instructed them not to leave their home until after the envoy from the Netherwolf Tribe had come and gone. Luckily one of Nyla’s friends had stopped by to ask her about something and happened to mention that she had seen him and Nolan leaving with Bron and his kin, so she immediately told her brother about it and begged him to go make sure that they were safe. 
 
    Nyla didn’t stick around for much longer once she’d settled Jason into her room. She fetched him a stone basin the size of a salad bowl, and also a rag and a fresh peasant robe of the same brown material as his current one. After that, she left without a word. 
 
    Although it was a far cry from his modern home back in Toronto’s suburbs, Nyla’s living quarters were still lavish in comparison to the destitute little shack that he’d been sharing with Nolan. The wooden floors were almost entirely covered by thick rugs of shaggy fur, and there was a small hearth on one side of the room that housed the fickle glow of a gentle flame. 
 
    Finally alone, his mind began to drift off to a dark place. It didn’t matter that he wouldn’t have to sleep in dirt and straw tonight, or that the pleasant warmth of a fire was there for him to enjoy. Jason had never felt so terrible in his life. In the end, he spent most of the night mourning his dead friend. 
 
    When his puffy and bloodshot eyes finally drooped down, memories of the past month began to replay in his mind, of all the times that he and Nolan had seen something strange for the first time and shared the same reactions. He recalled the multitude dangerous moments in the forest while fulfilling their roles as gatherers, the peaceful afternoons harvesting olives with Nyla in the unpopulated orchards, of the chilly nights within the hut passed by with the aid of boring games like twenty-one questions or eye-spy. 
 
    Nolan…I swear to God that I’ll never forget you. You were actually a great guy. He thought of that giant fox, of the fear its predator’s appearance had evoked in him. I couldn’t do what you did. It must have been so scary. Why did you have to save me? You might have stood a chance if you just looked out for yourself. Damn it. I’m sorry Nolan…I’m so sorry! 
 
    Jason woke up late in the morning with his eyes swollen over and encrusted with remnant tears. After yesterday’s traumatic turn of events there was no way in hell that he’d go out to pick fruit and vegetables with his group, or volunteer to help them weave their shitty baskets. He was more than okay with accompanying the siblings in their unexplained house arrest. 
 
    Nyla walked into the room a short while after he awoke, two steaming bowls of pink olive soup in hand. They shared a meal together on the wooden floor of her bedroom, neither saying much to the other, mostly staring off into space. The day slowly passed in a similar fashion. Nyla tried to strike up a conversation with him several times but he wasn’t in the mood to pretend that everything was fine, so he lightly brushed her off. 
 
    He hadn’t so much as caught a glimpse of Quin all throughout the day, so figured that the beast of a man was in his room just as he and Nyla had spent most of the afternoon in hers. He found it a bit strange that the big guy didn’t mind him spending so much time alone with his beautiful sister behind closed doors, but then he remembered that his weak self was as undesirable as they came in this world, something he and Nolan had often teased each other over. 
 
    Late into the following night he heard someone stumble in through the front door and followed an eager Nyla out into the main room. Quin stood by the fire where he was wrapping a deep gash in his abdomen with a long strip of white cloth. 
 
    “Did you find him?” 
 
    Quin looked into her hopeful eyes and snorted. “No sign of your pet, but I did run into a pack of red-maned wolves. The pack leader was a few years into its demonization. I spent the past two days running around in the forest trying to lose those mangy dogs!” He spat on the hardwood floor. “No more of this. Accept it, your pet is dead. Just be happy you still have the other.” 
 
    It was the first time that Jason had heard Quin speak more than a few passive comments, and also the first instance where the solitary young man snapped at his beloved sister in so harsh a tone. 
 
    Two streams of silent tears glistened in the warm firelight. 
 
    “When did my sister become such a weakling?” 
 
    Nyla ignored her brother and stomped off into her bedroom, slamming the door behind her hard enough to shake the frame. This development left Jason in a tough spot. She clearly wanted to be alone so he had no choice but to remain in the common room. He took a seat on the floor at the opposite side of the room from the fire. He chanced a look at Quin, whose face was twitching in irritation along with whatever thoughts he was having.  
 
    Ten minutes passed without either of them saying a word, all the while Quin’s expression grew uglier by the minute. Just as Jason was wondering whether or not he should say something to ease the tension, the big man stood up with a frustrated grunt, grabbed a nearby chair and smashed it into the wall in an explosion of wooden bits and pieces. 
 
    The following silence was too painful for Jason to bear. “Women, huh?” 
 
    Quin ignored him and walked into his room. 
 
    Why do I even bother? He turned his head to share a look of skepticism with Nolan, and instead found empty space, grief and regret. He curled into a ball by the fire and cried until he slipped into a dreamless sleep. 
 
    Nyla didn’t speak to him much the following day, which he wasn’t too sorry over now that his new peasant robe was struggling to hide the fact that he hadn’t bathed in weeks. He didn’t understand how others could still smell like flowers, pine needles, or the musty fur pelts that they wore, when they hardly ever bathed.  
 
    He was tired of taking stealth shits in the wooden bucket behind the cabin whenever he thought that nobody would notice, always reluctant to hurry to the big pit a few minutes’ walk from Nyla’s home where he would empty his waste like the other residents in the area. He’d then toss a handful of pungent flowers into the hole from one of the many baskets around the site and then hurry home with that rank little bucket dangling from his grip. 
 
    As angry and insufferable as Quin had been the night before, he had still ended up sneaking out of the village early in the morning to continue his search for Nolan. This, however, was no cause for hope. Based on the situation they’d been in, he couldn’t see any way that his friend might have survived when even Bron and that female warrior had not. 
 
    That evening as they sat down to a plate of roasted meat and, of course, pink olive soup, Jason couldn’t help but ask Nyla why she thought Nolan might still be alive. He knew that he was being insensitive but he figured that it would only hurt her more if she kept living in denial. 
 
    Rather than answer, she stepped away for a moment and returned from her room holding a dirty bundle of cloth that smelled like death. She handed it to Jason. 
 
    “Me robes?” He didn’t understand. 
 
    “Look carefully. Tell me, do you think that this is Nolan’s blood?” 
 
    It took him a few moments to realize why she had asked this question. “Why purple?” 
 
    “There are many demonic beasts whose blood turns purple a few days after it dries. This blood did not come from a human.” 
 
    Why would there have been that much demonic beast blood on the ground? Was there even anything out there that could hurt that giant fox? 
 
    “Quin returned to the spot where he found you and saw that enough of the blood had dried and turned purple for him to determine that none of it came from a human.” A hopeful light flickered in Nyla’s eyes. “If Nolan died then it was not where Quin found you.” 
 
    As Jason was wondering what the hell had happened back in the forest after he’d lost consciousness, a series of loud and destructive bangs resounded throughout the village. 
 
    The two of them shared uneasy looks. 
 
    “What that?” Jason said. 
 
    “Let’s go see.” 
 
    Jason followed Nyla out of the cabin and down a path that led them toward the source of that ear-piercing sound. Many people were already hurrying in the same direction, with many warriors darting between the homes and disorganized pathways with speed that would impress the Olympic athletes of his world. 
 
    Shouts of alarm and screams of pain became increasingly distinct as they drew closer to the east side of the village. A thin cloud of dust was slowly rising up from the backside of the olive orchards where a section of the great palisade wall had somehow been smashed to bits. The dozens of women and children that had been harvesting olives from the pink-pedalled orchard had fled into the crowd that was slowly forming about fifty metres away from the breach in the wall.  
 
    A few of those closest to the commotion had been injured by splintered wood and were now screaming as they grasped at the large fragments that had pierced their bodies. The dust cloud wasn’t thick enough to hide the group people that loomed near the opening in the wall. 
 
    “Who dares to attack this village?” 
 
    Just as the dust in the air began to settle, dozens of warriors from the village arrived and mixed in with the ten or so that had already been standing in the area. At the head of the warriors of Redfox Village stood none other than the darkly dressed Vade, a murderous glint in his eyes as he stared at the intruders with lethal vigilance. They faced about fifty robust and dangerous-looking men, all of them dressed in the same pelts made from peculiar fur of a hypothermic blue. The wolf heads that the men wore struck a fearsome image, giving them the appearance of a large pack of armed, bipedal wolves.  
 
    At the head of the group stood a tall and heavily muscled man with jet-black hair that hung down to his too-broad shoulders. His pelt was a darker, blackish-blue, the wolf head hanging down his back like the hood on Jason’s favourite sweater from his pre-migration days. The man couldn’t have been any older than Quin, yet he gave Jason a feeling of danger that was much more intense.  He had a savage look to him as if he were someone who thrived off the pain of others. His devilish grin made it obvious that he hadn’t come with good intentions. 
 
    “You ask who dares?” the big man bellowed, shouldering a metal battle-axe that was similar to Quin’s in size. “Why don’t you open your useless eyes and see!”  
 
    The young man stepped past the fractured palisade wall and began to approach Vade and the Redfox villagers. Most of the people that had been working in the orchards had run to hide behind Vade and the other warriors, but a few still whaled from their injuries where they’d fallen to the ground, not having the strength to make it back to the group. Four of these people had been working side by side by one of the trees, and they just happened to be lying around in each other’s blood on a patch of grass that directly intersected with the young man’s path. A casual swiped of the large axe instantly bisected the group. 
 
    Jesus! Jason was aghast. He just killed all of those women! Even that little girl! 
 
    “Bastard!” one of the men in their group pounced on the young man, but a quick sidestep and another swift strike left him in the same state as the four harvesters. 
 
    “I am Hale of the Netherwolf Tribe. You should know why we are here!” The young man’s voice was loud and provocative. “Did you think we wouldn’t notice that you were all preparing to flee? I guess we didn’t set a good enough example with the other tribes in your area.” 
 
    “W—why would it be him?” Nyla’s fists had clenched tightly enough for her nails to cut into her flesh and bring forth a dribble of blood in each hand. Face pale, with jittery limbs and a mixture of hatred and fear swirling in her eyes, there was not a trace of her usual proud and straight-forward demeanor. 
 
    Another villager stepped forward with his weapon raised, but Vade stopped him with an outstretched arm. 
 
    “Have you come to war with us?” he asked the opposing man. 
 
    “War isn’t the word I’d use.” He raised his axe-holding arm and addressed the group behind him. “Same as the others. Leave none alive!” 
 
    At his word the people of the Netherwolf Tribe sprang forth with surging momentum and crashed directly into Vade’s group, slaughtering anyone in their way as they instigated an all-out brawl. 
 
     “Don’t think it will be so easy!” Vade raised his own axe and led the Redfox villagers to defend against the invaders. 
 
    More and more warriors from the village were arriving every second, and by now their numbers had swollen to nearly seventy men. Despite having a numerical advantage, it was easy to see that their opponents held the upper hand in terms of strength. 
 
    Vade had already killed two of Hale’s men and had just removed the arm of a third with a clean and powerful chop of his axe, his movements noticeably faster than those around him. The fight was so rapid and intense that Jason could hardly keep track of any one motion, as if he were fast forwarding an action movie. 
 
    The most frightening person was easily Hale, who’d cut down over ten of the Redfox villagers by the time that Vade had downed five of his men, his great axe a blur of silver as blood splattered like paint on a canvas with each of his deadly swings. The dangerous young man had allowed a shallow cut on his left forearm while defending against the joint efforts of three men, but he was quick to send the one of them flying into a nearby fighter with a ruthless kick. He disposed of the two remaining villagers just in time to witness one of his men fall limply to the ground about a dozen paces away. He kicked off of the ground with a light grunt and soared over the mass of bloody bodies to barrel straight into Vade with an arching chop of his axe, which his target only barely managed to avoid. 
 
    Vade was forced back with each blow that he exchanged with his enemy until the weapon in his hands was abruptly knocked aside, his face smashed in with Hale’s heavily muscled shoulder. The bear-pelted man toppled backwards while his mouth sprayed a rain of bloody teeth. Before he could regain his footing, his head was cleanly severed from his body as a cold, steely glint flashed in the evening sunlight. After disposing of his main opponent, Hale immediately dove into the fray and led his men in a merciless offensive that took the life of every Redfox warrior on site, much to the horror of the non-combatants that remained. 
 
    When all was said and done, the Netherwolf tribesmen had lost eleven men, with not one remaining among the warriors of Redfox Village. At some point the constant flow of warriors arriving on the scene had ceased, but the reason was quickly made known by the arrival of the village head and over fifty fresh fighters, who must have held off during the conflict in order to form a substantial force. 
 
    “It doesn’t matter how many of you there are!”  Hale looked truly nefarious as a big smile parted his blood-stained lips. 
 
    Seeing the Netherwolf tribesmen standing in a bloodbath of their comrades, the village head and the other warriors hesitated. 
 
    Hale gave everyone in the orchard a quick sweep with his gaze and then raised his arm, evidently to issue another command. As soon as he spotted Nyla, his eyes widened in genuine shock and then quickly narrowed in avarice. “Wait!” The big man let out a joyous laugh as if this were one of the most wonderful moments of his life. Even the vicious expressions of the men behind him couldn’t help but lighten up in shock. “If it isn’t the youngest daughter of Patriarch Ravenwing!” 
 
    The surroundings quieted and all eyes in the area turned to settle on Nyla’s trembling figure. 
 
    They seem to know each other. Jason could understand Nyla’s fear. After the heartless killing spree that had just occurred he was shaking more than she was. 
 
    Hale made his way toward Nyla with an air of unrestrained glee, the occasional step kicking up a splash of scarlet. “To think that all this time you’ve hiding away in some small tribe of the Northern Plains! This is perfect. I’ll bring you back to my father and then take you on as my fifth concubine.” 
 
    It was almost impossible for Jason to keep up with the string of unexpected developments, though he was certain of one thing. Nyla would be in for endless grief if she ended up in the hands of these people, but what could he do? Without thinking, he grabbed Nyla’s hand and sprinted away toward the orchard’s exit. He hadn’t gone far when he rebounded to the ground as if he’d run straight into a brick wall, and looked up through the glittering stars that spun in his vision to see Hale standing before him with a detestable look on his face. 
 
    “An Otherworlder?” Hale scooped Nyla up and tossed her over his pelted shoulder, leaving a bloody-nosed and red-faced Jason choking on the ground while gasping for air. “They truly have the strength of children. To kill you would be a mercy.” 
 
    “Nyla…” Jason’s vision began to fade. 
 
    Hale returned to his group of warriors and then looked at the village head. “I’ve had a change of heart. For now, I’ll take this girl back with me and leave you all to your business. Consider yourselves lucky.” 
 
    Hale led his men away with an excited expression, their group leaving an ominous tension in their wake as they disappeared beyond the hole they’d created in the palisade wall. Only once they were out of view did the Redfox villagers lower their guards. 
 
    Large splinters and chunks of wood lay scattered about the orchard, mixed in with a cesspool of butchered bodies that invited a rustic odour to hang in the air. Most of the observers rushed over to the dead and dying as soon as the tension began to fade, the region rife with cries of mourning within minutes. 
 
    Although the villagers had suffered a terrible blow today, they had also escaped a violent calamity. It was true that they had lost over five percent of their people, but the hundreds that remained had been spared a gruesome death at the cost of a single person who had only moved to their community in recent years. None of that mattered to Jason, who could care less about the villagers at this point. The only thing on his mind was the fact that Nyla had just been kidnapped by Hale and the Netherwolf tribesmen. 
 
    He forced himself back to Nyla’s house, limping all the way. There was only one thing he could do in this situation. His only hope was to wait until Quin snuck back into the village and then tell him about what had happened to his sister. If Jason sat around and did nothing then the kind and compassionate girl that had taken such good care of him and Nolan was likely to spend the rest of her days in cruel torment. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Nine: The Ancestral Body Technique 
 
      
 
    Ten days was an awful lot of time to spend alone. At this point Nolan was convinced that he would never leave this glade, but he had more pressing problems to deal with than thinking of a way to get back to Redfox Village.  
 
    He was constantly worrying over whether or not he would get sick from eating the raw flesh of the demonic fox carcass that was the only source of food in the area. The blood was still warm and none of it had dried, and as much as Nolan was ashamed to admit it he didn’t mind the taste of the uncooked meat. He’d gone three days before he succumbed to munching on a flap of fatty meat that he’d torn from the inside of the fox’s stomach, and he’d been getting by on two meals a day since then. It had been a troubling and desperate decision but he’d long since come to peace with it. 
 
    The water from that wonderful fountain in front of the dusky cabin was always cold and refreshing, not to mention strangely invigorating. With so much energy and nothing to do with it, Nolan was antsier than ever before.  
 
    Most surprising was that although the ring had entered the cut on his palm and tunnelled all the way through to his heart, his arm was completely fine, in fact it felt better than ever. There wasn’t even a trace of the scar on his hand. He’d been caught off guard after inexplicably waking up in a new location for the second time, so he’d initially overlooked the absence of any pain. Ever since the first day, he’d actually felt quite good, surprisingly so when he thought about all of the abuse that his body had recently taken. 
 
    Dressed in his freshly laundered robe, Nolan meandered out to a particular spot in the field. He was currently standing over the demonic mantis’s corpse, particularly the severed, scythe-like arm. Judging by the length of the shiny metallic blade he was convinced that it could definitely be made into a weapon. Not that he’d be capable of using it, but it was likely that such a thing could earn him and Jason a fairly desirable status in the village despite their comparative feebleness. With nothing else to do, why not give it a quick inspection? 
 
    He bent down and tried to lift up the huge arm. The blade portion alone would be level with his nose were it set upright, but he decided against it after discovering its heavy weight. Since he’d barely managed to get it a few centimetres off the ground, he instead decided to trace his finger along one of its flat sides. It was cool to the touch, the chilling, orange glow still present on the surface despite having significantly dimmed after the creature’s death. He touched a finger to the lower part of the arm out of interest, but pulled back with a light yelp when the plated exoskeleton cut a thin line into his finger. He couldn’t believe that the small ridges which looked particularly dull were actually so sharp on the surface. 
 
    Not to mention any bandages, Nolan didn’t even possess a spare strip of cloth. With nothing to wrap around his hands, he could only abandon his earlier thoughts of harvesting materials from the mantis. 
 
    He trudged back to the courtyard out front of the cabin and headed over to the dazzling fountain. He then dipped his finger in the shimmering water to cool it down and clean off the blood, marvelling at how it managed to glisten without the presence of any sunlight. 
 
    His finger felt a bit better after the quick soak, which miraculously stopped the bleeding and mended a small portion of the cut, which had shrunken to half its original size. That the waters had partially healed his wound was nothing short of amazing. Even so, it didn’t matter how astonishing the fountain’s mending properties might be, for at the end of the day he was still trapped here with no knowledge of where he was or why he’d appeared here.  
 
    I need to keep looking around.  
 
    He ignored the lingering sting of the cut and began to pace around anxiously, his blood boiling from frustration at his inability to find a way out of this glade. He eventually ended up at the odd slab of polished dark stone on the far side of the courtyard. He’d spent a significant amount of time in front of this wideset stele in recent days, enough so that he had memorized nearly half of the curious depictions of ambiguously drawn people in peculiar stances, mostly out of boredom. He’d even imitated them a few times, but only until a few minutes passed and he felt it too silly to continue. 
 
    Tracing his finger over the smooth engravings as he’d done countless times before, Nolan flinched as a fresh drop of blood slipped out of the small cut on his finger and dribbled into the grooves of one of the depictions. He cursed and withdrew his hand, turning around and heading back to the fountain. He hadn’t made it halfway when a great cracking sound stabbed through the eerie silence of the desolate courtyard and made him jump on the spot. 
 
    What the hell was that?  
 
    A vibrant beam of white light shot out from the fine slab of black stone and pierced straight into Nolan’s forehead. The amazing fountain and the simple cabin, the ageless courtyard, the glade and its monochrome borders; everything abruptly disappeared and was perturbingly replaced by a dismal, pervasive blackness. 
 
    Where am I? 
 
    He couldn’t feel his limbs, or see them for that matter. It was as if he’d fallen to the bottom of an eighty kilometre trench where light held no domain, and all of his nerve endings had ceased working. 
 
    Not ten seconds had passed when several small streams of colour began to approach from the indeterminable distance, and the trickles of light soon became a river of rainbows that momentarily washed over the entirety of his environment. The colours mixed like a mass of spilled paint until a sudden coagulation saw them rapidly distort before abruptly settling into a recognizable reality. 
 
    A car horn blared in his ears and caused him to snap back into awareness. 
 
    “Get out of the way, kid.” 
 
    He was standing in the middle of a familiar street, the heat of heavy sunlight bearing down upon him with the full strength of a summer sky. 
 
    What the…? 
 
    The horn sounded again. 
 
    “Get out of my way you little shit!” 
 
    He belatedly retreated to the side of the street, his jaw slack and his eyes wide with disbelief as he stole several glances at his surroundings. 
 
    My neighbourhood? Why am I here? He stumbled backward and tripped over the curb and off to the sidewalk. His heartrate increased tremendously and a panic attack ensued. What the hell happened? Don’t tell me all that was a dream? No, he’d spent over a month in Redfox Village. Such a lengthy dream was impossible. What if I was brought back to Earth the same way that I was taken from it? It’s possible that the villagers had no clue what they were talking about when the village head brought up the Interspatial Migration. 
 
    He slowly turned his head toward the third house on his right, the single-storey home of red brick and brown, sandpapery shingles. An old bmx bike sat in the centre of the small front lawn, a jungle of neglected grass that would soon reach the height of a man’s knee. 
 
    T—Thomas’s bike… 
 
    His legs quivered for a moment before he sprinted for the front door, the eyes of several of his neighbours drawn to his bare feet and roughly spun robe. He tried the door but found it locked, so he immediately kicked over one of the five plastic gnomes that habituated their dying garden and quickly retrieved the spare key that had been sitting beneath it. 
 
    He flung the door open hard enough for the opposing side of the door handle to leave a sizeable impression in the drywall that stood adjacent to the entranceway. He took five steps into the house and then froze on the spot, his pupils dilating and his breath pausing as he laid eyes upon his sandy-haired brother. 
 
    “N—Nolan?” Thomas dropped the bowl of cereal that he’d clearly just fixed himself and a large mess spattered across the carpet at his feet. “Where have you been?” 
 
    He ran further into the house and pulled his brother into a heartfelt embrace. “What did I tell you about leaving your bike on the lawn. It’s not like when we were kids anymore.” 
 
    “Whoa, I’m happy you’re back but do you have to cry so much?” 
 
    Nolan stepped back. “Where’s Steph?” 
 
    His brother sucked in a quiet breath. “She’s in her room.” He grabbed Nolan’s arm as he made to run past. “You need to call Mom and let her know you’re okay. She’s been freaking out for weeks.” 
 
    “I’ll call her in a sec. I want to see Steph!” 
 
    “Do you understand how serious this is? You’ve been gone for over a month, Nolan. There are posters of you all over town, you’ve been in the news like five times, and there have been fundraisers to help hire private investigators. You need to call Mom, now.” 
 
    He gave Thomas a loving pat on the shoulder. “I missed you more than you’ll ever know, man. I love you like a brother.” 
 
    “We are brothers.” 
 
    “Exactly, which is why you’ll understand that I do this with love.” He gave Thomas a hard shove and the lean boy crashed onto a nearby couch. He strode past him with excitable steps, toward the back of the house. 
 
    “Don’t go in her room, Nolan!” Thomas caught up almost immediately. “She’s with her boyfriend.” 
 
    “Boyfriend? What are you talking about? She’s ten.” 
 
    “What are you talking about? How could your twin be ten?” 
 
    Nolan stared at his brother for a moment before he was overtaken by a sensation of sinking dread. He pushed past Thomas and knocked on the closed door to Steph’s room. 
 
    The voice that greeted his ears was utterly bereft of the whiny innocence that he had wistfully recalled countless times over the past several weeks. “Go away.” 
 
    He opened the door. 
 
    “Ah, get the hell out of my room Thom—Nolan?” The girl had almost thrown a pillow at the doorway when the look on her face was filled with stunned relief, her bottom lip beginning to quiver as she swept a face full of auburn hair aside to inspect him with similarly coloured eyes. 
 
    This isn’t real, Nolan thought as the girl shoved past her lanky, shifty-eyed boyfriend, who sat awkwardly on a corner of her bed in a white undershirt and a pair of grey briefs. This can’t be real! Steph was supposed to be a bit less than half the age of the girl before him. Had he somehow been returned to the wrong reality? He stood motionlessly with his arms hanging limp at his sides, unable to so much as blink. I can’t take another world-level mindfuck. 
 
    He sucked in a deep breath and stepped back from the girl before him, who had fallen into a fit of hysterics as she barraged him with questions of what had happened to him over the past month. For now he just had to assume that he had somehow returned to Earth, though not necessarily the one that he’d left behind. The best course of action would be to act with discretion until he could build a better understanding of the situation, and to keep the truth about the past month to himself. How was he supposed to explain that he’d spent the past several weeks trapped on another planet in some completely different area of space? 
 
    “I’m back,” he smiled, and he then finally returned her embrace. 
 
    Once they had completed their teary reunion, Nolan’s gaze drifted over to the well-muscled young man at the end of Steph’s bed, who’d kept to himself throughout the intrusion. 
 
    “Hey buddy. Sorry, but you need to go.” 
 
    The young man looked confused for a moment before scrambling to gather up his scattered clothing. 
 
    “Zach, it’s okay. Nolan, he’s my boyfriend.” 
 
    He gave the boy a feral stare. “You should head home, Zach.” 
 
    “Nolan, what’s wrong with—” 
 
    “It’s okay, Steph.” The boy had dressed quite quickly. “I get it. I’ll see you at school.” He pecked her on the cheek and then nodded toward Nolan. “Glad to see you’re back safe, man. Um—sorry.” He rushed from the room, nodding at him and Thomas on the way out. 
 
    “Why did you do that?” Steph asked. 
 
    “Really? That juicehead?” 
 
    “He’s really sweet.” 
 
    “Did you see how fast buddy got dressed? That wasn’t some normal reaction. That was some trial and error speed.” Wait is this really what I should be concerned with? He gave his head a rattling shake, as if to keep himself from slipping into a drowsy dream. I’m not thinking straight. What the hell is happening? 
 
    “You okay, Nolan?” said Thomas. 
 
    His worries abruptly dissipated as he grabbed hold of his sister’s shoulders and stared her into her youthful brown eyes. “Listen Steph, I just want to make sure you don’t get deceived by some scumbag. If he’s super nice to you, it’s not because he’s just sweet to everyone. He’s probably putting on a façade just for you, so he can get you to trust him enough to be irrational.” 
 
    “Zach isn’t like that.” 
 
    “He’s exactly like that. Check his phone and it’ll be loaded with the names of girls. You think he only texts you? He was on my hockey team, and I can’t tell you how many times I had to listen to him brag about some girl he got with at a party over the weekend or a first date to the movies.” 
 
    “You don’t have to be so harsh, Nolan.” 
 
    “You would jump in like that. What kind of brother lets some asshole grease his sister? Have I taught you nothing, Thomas?” 
 
    Why am I saying these things? I should be hugging him—both of them. Even if that isn’t the Steph I know, she’s still my sister. No, she’s not my sister! What am I thinking?  
 
    As strange as it seemed, he wasn’t in full control of his body. His reactions were genuine and aligned with his character, but it was almost as if he had no quarter in regards to the direction that his thoughts decided to roam, or where his focus happened to settle. When he tried to blurt out something that he normally wouldn’t say in this situation he found himself unable to do so. 
 
    “I just want what’s best for you, Steph.” 
 
    As he uttered this caring phrase, he once again experienced the collapse of his environment, and almost instantly returned to the dark abyss of nothingness that had previously dominated his perceptions. As with before, fresh streams of colour appeared in the distance and soon materialized into a fresh scene at a new location. 
 
    He twitched from the sudden wave of pain that washed over him like acidic tides, and yet he was immobile. His arms and legs were bound to the polished bedposts of the dusty bed that sat beneath him, his body naked and almost entirely covered in smears of blood. He was riddled with small cuts and bruises, and several of his bones were broken. Five strips of his flesh had been peeled off of his body, one on each of his limbs and another on his abdomen, each the size of a stick of liquorice. Beside him stood Bron, whose powerful physique loomed over him like a foreboding cloud. 
 
    Why am I—holy shit, this hurts! This fucking hurts! Oh my God, I can’t! 
 
    He screamed into a bloody, saliva-soaked rag that had been stuffed into his mouth with enough force to break a few of his teeth and then tied around his head. 
 
    “Where is your friend?” Bron asked. He considered the tears that trailed down either side of Nolan’s face, snickered and then reached over to a wooden tray that bore at least a dozen metal utensils, from tweezers and pliers to various hammers and even a spoon. An overstuffed fireplace left the room stewing in a terribly discomforting heat, the head of a metallic brand glowing red-hot amidst the flames. 
 
    “I don’t know!” he screamed into the gag. 
 
    “Your friend was with you in the forest, but I only managed to find you after I escaped that beast.” 
 
    That’s right. He’d been captured by Bron on his way out of the forest, just a few hours after he and Jason had been separated by the appearance of a giant praying mantis. Now he was being tortured so that he might betray the other boy’s location to this scoundrel, an excruciating process that had been ongoing for upwards of two hours. 
 
    “I don’t know!” he screamed again, the meaning of his words lost to muffling cloth. 
 
    “You keep saying that, but I don’t believe you.” Bron glanced beneath his waste and his voice turned dark. “This was never about killing you, but simply enjoying myself with you like I have been. That other boy was the one that bothered me the most, so if you let me know where he is then maybe I’ll grant you a quick death.” A few moments of terrifying silence. “Humph, still not willing to talk? Let’s see what you say after you lose another strip of skin.” 
 
    Does he mean— 
 
    He struggled against his bonds like a wild mustang in the midst of a cruel corral, for his malicious torturer had gleefully sprinkled a heavy handful of salt into the bloody strip of exposed muscle on his left thigh. His wrists and ankles bled where the rope had finally peeled away a significant amount of skin. What the hell is this! Please God, just kill me already! 
 
    “I won’t…” His words died as the man reached for his flaying knife, which was already smeared scarlet.  
 
    Nolan would have never imagined that he would leave the world in the worst way imaginable. He knew that this man wouldn’t allow him to die too quickly, that the scant hours he had remaining to him would epitomize torment and anguish. But it was inevitable that he suffer through it. No matter what he did, he was going to die.  
 
    Nothing good would come from betraying his friend, as he didn’t believe for a minute that this lunatic would let him leave this room alive. If Jason was still out there then Nolan needed to buy as much time as possible for the other boy to find his way back to the village and seek out Nyla and Quin, even if it meant that he was destined to die a demon’s death. 
 
    Just as his captor was about to make Nolan’s worst fears come to pass, everything around him dissipated like a thick cloud of smoke, and he was once again within that deep, perilous darkness. 
 
    Who knew that the first person to discover my inheritance would be from neither Nia nor Venara? 
 
    A sense of alarm spread throughout Nolan’s awareness. What was that voice? He hadn’t recognized the language. 
 
    Don’t be alarmed, sonny. 
 
    This time he had understood, for the man had spoken in flawless English. 
 
    Hello? 
 
    What you think in this realm, you say. Rest assured that there won’t be any more scenarios for you to play out. 
 
    Scenarios? He had just experienced an older brother’s nightmare with a bizarre twist and then he had become a real life SAW victim. From the sounds of it those bizarre nightmares had been caused by the owner of the old voice that strangely permeated his mind. For what reason had he been forced to go through such a traumatic event? 
 
    Because your cut came into contact with my Inheritance Monument. Since your blood lacks any sort of energy, you activated the spiritual arrayment embedded onto the stone while at the same time waking me from my dreamless slumber. 
 
    Whoa, hold on. What’s an Inheritance Monument? 
 
    It is a means to pass on the teachings of a master in cultivation, be it in martial arts or the spiritual energies, though it comes at great cost to the creator. This one is special, however, the “needle in a haystack” as your people often said. 
 
    My people? 
 
    You will have to forgive me, for I have taken glimpse at your memories. 
 
    Then could you please explain things so that I can make sense of them? Like where we are and how we’re communicating, or the purpose of all this. 
 
    We are engaging in mental communication, as both of us are currently residing within your subconscious. As for the purpose, it has to do with the two scenarios that you just suffered through. Just because your blood was able to activate my Inheritance Monument doesn’t mean that you are worthy of inheriting my core cultivation method, among other things. 
 
    The hell is all this now? So the owner of the voice had left an Inheritance Monument in that creepy glade in order to leave behind his teachings, which he had activated by pure chance. That sent him deep into his subconscious where he was somehow able to communicate with the master of the monument. As for the reason why they were able to hear each other, he was still awaiting an explanation. 
 
    My consciousness had been residing within the monument. The moment it was activated, I projected it into your spiritual space. 
 
    Question marks floated throughout Nolan’s mind, though that didn’t stop him from pouring all of his efforts into analyzing the situation for the sake of future rationalization.  
 
    You will understand shortly. There was an old, amiable laugh. I can’t help but think of a pupil I once had, so technical with his thoughts. I’ll say that you’re a tad less rigid, however.  
 
    Although he was completely thrown off by current events, Nolan did his best to calm down so that he could focus on asking the important questions. Is there a specific reason you want to pass on your knowledge? 
 
    There is, but there’s no use in you knowing such things. Suffice it to say that I will give you the tremendous gift of the greatest core cultivation method that my people have ever known, and in exchange I will ask that you take care of something for me once you return to Venara, the world that you’ve recently called home. 
 
    Is that the only way for me to leave this place? 
 
    No. In a while you shall be returned to Venara in the same manner as you left it. 
 
    Relief washed over Nolan, though only momentary in nature. What’s the task that you want me to complete? 
 
    I can’t say right now, but it will be very dangerous. That being said, you won’t be capable of completing it until many years have passed, so at the very least you will have a higher chance of survival if you agree to my terms than if you were to return to Venara as you are now. 
 
    The old man made a good point. Forget returning to Redfox Village, he would most likely die in the wilderness wherever he happened to reappear. Not only that, Nyla had once spoken of the value of a core cultivation method, which was a meditative technique that allowed one to draw in the energies of the world with a much higher degree of efficiency than standard physical training. Something about breathing patterns and mental focus enabled the body to absorb the energies of the world at a faster and more efficient pace. 
 
    Those visions, I couldn’t control my body. I mean, it seemed like I could at first, but then… Things felt so real, and everything played out just as you’d expect it to. 
 
    The scenarios that you experienced are a function of the monument that I designed in order to judge the character of my potential successors. You weren’t supposed to be aware during those scenarios, but it seems that the passage of time has greatly weakened the spiritual arrayment that controls the monument. Of all the hundred scenes that just played out, I am truly sorry that you had to be conscious for the trial of loyalty. 
 
    Evidently the trial of loyalty was the gruesome torture that he’d suffered through. Hold on, there were ninety-eight other scenarios? 
 
    Needless to say that you have gained my approval. The old voice took on a haggard accent. When you wake up in a few moments my technique and the basic knowledge surrounding it will be imprinted into your mind. It will hurt quite terribly I’m afraid, but once the pain recedes you will have access to such thoughts as if they were your own. Good luck, sonny. 
 
    Wait! That’s too abrupt of an exit. When can I talk to you again? 
 
    Call upon me when you reach the Genesis stage. With enough power in your voice, you should be able to wake me. 
 
    Nolan blinked to find that he hadn’t moved at all since the peculiar white light had shot out of the stone slab. Just like that? Excuse me, are you still there? 
 
    His ears alighted to a stony grinding sound and he turned to find that the big tablet was now riddled with expanding cracks. After a few moments it fractured into thousands of smaller pieces and then crumbled away into a fine powder. Did…did all that happen in a split second? He slapped both of his cheeks and shook his head. I need to think back and—ah, what the hell? 
 
    He didn’t have long to ponder the demise of the stele, for a terrible pain began to eat away at the inside of his skull as if a razor-sharp blade of ice were lodged deep into his head. He hollered and screamed for several minutes, falling to his knees and clutching at his forehead with feral fright. His cries eventually subsided as the searing pain slowly gave way to an alien sensation that was difficult to perceive.  
 
    An endless wave of foreign memories swept through his mind so quickly that he couldn’t focus on a single one of them for more than an instant. He caught only the briefest glimpses of strangely dressed people, indescribably gorgeous landscapes and stunning sceneries that left profound impacts on his heart despite only surfacing for mere fractions of a moment. The majority of memories scattered into the corners of his mind like clusters of fireworks in a midnight sky, which made room for an inebriating rush of incoherent information that Nolan could hardly make sense of.  
 
    Oddly enough when he thought back to what had been carved into the stone slab he was shocked to find that he could understand the characters as easily as English, not to mention that he recalled them with perfect clarity. The cause of this was obviously that beam of white light that had just pierced the skin between his eyebrows.  
 
    Although it was hard for him to think straight, it was evident that the white energy had somehow transferred a mass of foreign memories into his mind. The superficial recollections dissipated with each passing second, leaving behind a massive wealth of knowledge that Nolan could only vaguely access. 
 
    It looks like these memories belonged to that old man. How is this even possible? 
 
    Of all the memories, the ones that stuck out the most were those concerning the stone slab, specifically each of the poses that the stele had depicted. What’s more, his sudden understanding of every single stance also included the myriad of breathing patterns that they were paired with, which made him realize that he’d just learned an extremely complex sort of meditation. 
 
    Am I going to be okay? He grew restless. All I can think about are those stances. He suddenly felt a strong temptation to imitate the movements that now stood out in his mind, which were undoubtedly the components of the core cultivation method that the aged voice had described. Should I try it? He looked around the field, his ears ringing in the silence. What the hell else was he going to do? 
 
    Despite how alarming the recent development was, Nolan gave in to the unexplainable impulse and planted his feet firmly atop the cobbled stones of the pallid courtyard, extending both of his arms out in front of him with his hands spread wide. He began to trace patterns in the air while taking precariously timed and carefully plotted steps, and was surprised at the smooth fluidity with which he made the transitions between poses. Each stance bled into the next with natural ease, which reminded him of an old neighbour who used to do tai chi on his lawn each day at sunrise. 
 
    As if he’d practiced it all his life, Nolan ran through the entire routine as it had been depicted on the stone slab, subconsciously altering his breathing patterns with each subsequent change in motion. As the time dragged on he couldn’t help but wonder when he had become so graceful. 
 
    Since the glade was frozen in perpetual gloaming, Nolan couldn’t tell how many hours had passed when he finally stopped repeating the sequence of stances that had somehow shouldered their way to the top of his list of priorities.  
 
    His body felt relaxed and his mind at ease, a profound sense of peace seeping throughout his limbs despite the fact that he’d just been force-fed someone else’s memories. The majority of the content was vague and elusive, an obvious presence at the back of his mind that stayed just out of reach whenever he tried for an examination. He had a strong sense that he needn’t be wary of the peculiar phenomenon that had been brought about by the stone slab, which was followed by its inexplicable destruction. 
 
    What kind of crazy meditation did I just learn? He wasn’t the least bit tired after all those hours of movement. On the contrary, he felt completely invigorated. His mind was exceptionally clear and refreshed, and he was aware that this rush of energy had been brought on by the movements he’d just replicated. As he put more thought into it, random bits of knowledge started to surface in his mind and filled in some of the grey areas of his limited understanding. 
 
    Nyla had once told him that beyond the reaches of the plains were many great cities that made the local tribes seem impoverished by comparison. Such places were protected by powerful warriors that were much stronger than her brother, for they had many more resources at their disposal that aided in raising one’s cultivation. Some of these cultivators practiced unique meditative techniques that allowed them to increase the speed at which they strengthened their bodies. Nolan hadn’t understood her explanation at the time, but he now had a thorough understanding of the concept of cultivation, to the point of common sense. 
 
    The images and characters that had been recorded on the stone monument were instructions on how to practice the most valuable category of techniques available to cultivators, a core cultivation method. These types of techniques enhanced the rate at which a person could absorb Origin Energy into their bodies, and sped up the rate at which it was refined—that is, purified and stored within the body, which directly strengthened one’s physique.  
 
    Once a person reached the limit of how much energy they could harbour they would gain an opportunity to make a breakthrough to the next phase in their cultivation and thus increase their capacity to store energy, which would also raise their strength. After working through three phases, they would break through to the next level of cultivation and continue working upwards from its first phase to the third, and so on. 
 
    If he practiced this technique then he might actually have a decent shot at becoming as strong as someone like Quin. 
 
    A few words rolled off Nolan’s tongue as he was deep in thought. So this cultivation method is called the Ancestral Body Technique? He wondered how it measured up when compared with other cultivation methods. That old guy had said it was the best one that his people had ever known, so he figured that at the very least it had been the prized technique of a large city or region. 
 
    Nolan took up the position of the first stance and adjusted his breathing rate. With literally nothing else to do, he decided to wholeheartedly dedicate his time to perfecting this cultivation method. He knew full well that whenever he ended up leaving this glade, his newfound core cultivation method would be his only hope of survival. If he could become strong enough through cultivating then one day he might be able to venture out into the greater world and search for his family. However slim the chances, he now held a tiny ray of hope in his otherwise dismal life. 
 
    After countless hours of tireless exertion, Nolan experienced another strange sensation. At first it seemed as if he’d somehow gained an acute awareness of the blood within his body but then he realized that he’d begun to sense traces of Origin Energy building up around his chest. Thanks to all of those strange memories, tracking the flow of energy within his body was almost second nature.  
 
    It’s actually working! Nolan smiled for the first time in days as his eyes took on a determined glint. I can do this! 
 
      
 
    Three weeks had passed since Nolan had accidently acquired the Ancestral Body Technique, three weeks since he’d begun to pass his time in silent meditation. He had spent every waking moment practicing his core cultivation method in the courtyard out front of the abandoned cabin, stopping only to gorge himself on the perfectly preserved corpse of the demonic fox and to drink the amazing water from that celestial fountain, which he bathed in every so often without bothering to take off his roughly-spun robe.  
 
    Not much time had passed since he’d begun to cultivate, yet he was now much better at tracking the Origin Energy that entered his body, for it always found its way to a single spot right beside his heart.  
 
    He was vividly aware of a strange yet familiar presence that filled his chest with comfortable warmth, to the extent that he could “see” it with his mind’s eye, the penny-sized orb of golden light that was steadily forming within his bosom. This was called a dantian, which was basically the well that stored all of the Origin Energy within a cultivator. 
 
    A few days ago when his dantian was no larger than a pea, he’d suddenly been overcome by an uplifting sensation that stranded him in a restless state for nearly half an hour. He was startled when he found that he couldn’t gather any more energy from his surroundings without enduring a pervasive sense of nausea. Luckily he hadn’t panicked, had disregarded the discomfort and kept practicing until he felt a slight fluctuation in his chest. At that point Nolan’s dantian had abruptly doubled in size and subsequently increased the amount of Origin Energy he could store within his body. Since the energy had an invigorating property that nurtured his physique, the more that he absorbed into his body the stronger and sturdier he would become. 
 
    It wasn’t until he experienced that revitalizing sense of empowerment that Nolan truly understood what it meant to make a breakthrough in cultivation. He’d been delighted to find that he was lighter on his feet than he could ever remember, and that his limbs felt bursting with strength as if he were permanently in the middle of the best workout of his life. Although his appearance hadn’t changed much, his muscles and skin had noticeably hardened and he could now sprint about thirty percent faster than before. 
 
    Seeing such results in less than a month of constant meditative exercise, Nolan was ecstatic. He was so absorbed in exploring the thrills of cultivating that he nearly forgot that he was trapped in the desolate glade. The endless hours of practice lost their daunting and anxious edge the moment that Nolan experienced the first changes to his constitution. The sensation of strengthening his body in such an odd fashion was simply too exhilarating to ignore.  
 
    For the first time since he’d “migrated” Nolan was having fun. More than that, he felt like he’d found an indescribable something that he had been missing for a long time.  
 
    Trapped in a strange, soulless land that lacked both day and night, Nolan lost all sense of time and fully immersed himself in practicing the Ancestral Body Technique, which had unsuspectingly revived his old passion for self-betterment that had all but died when his useless father had abandoned their family without saying a word. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Ten: The Last Daughter of Patriarch Ravenwing 
 
      
 
    Nyla was surrounded by a half-dozen warriors as Hale led his men through a thick path that cut deep into the heartland of the endless plains. Two full moons shone down from above like grand beacons in the night sky, painted the swaying walls of tall grasses in a shadowy luminescence that made the imposing band of brutes appear much more sinister in their shaded march. 
 
    Her hands had been bound with a thick cord of frayed rope and she’d been placed at the centre of the group, forced to endure the spiteful comments and grabbing hands of the disgusting men around her as they set a course for the Southern Plains region, where all that awaited her was a terrible end. The fact that Hale wanted to take her on as a concubine prevented his men from forcing themselves on her past the point of groping, but she had resolved to suicide before allowing herself to wind up in his bed. 
 
    She hadn’t felt so helpless since the destruction of her people at the hands of a tribal coalition headed by none other than the Netherwolf Tribe, who’d coveted an extremely rare treasure of her clan’s with merciless greed. Nearly ninety thousand residents of Black Raven City had been subject to a ruthless genocide, all because Hale’s father had desired the treasure for himself. 
 
    “Reminiscing about the old days?” Hale appeared at her side without warning, a conniving smile on his somewhat handsome face as he looked her over with unkind eyes. “Perhaps the night we first met?” 
 
    Nyla spat at him but he avoided it with ease. “How could I forget?” 
 
    He narrowed his eyes, his smile warping into a sadistic grin. “I suppose you’re right. I can’t imagine that there’re many people who can forget watching their family die in such a manner.” He looked up as if he’d just remembered an interesting bit of gossip. “That reminds me, you never did find out what happened to your father, did you? That was one death you didn’t stick around for, huh?” 
 
    She turned her head, not wanting to give him the satisfaction of a response, but the sound of her teeth grinding made it a futile effort. 
 
    “It wasn’t an instant death, not like what I gave your siblings. It takes time to flay a man, at least for someone who cares about craftsmanship. Who would have thought that the revered Patriarch Ravenwing would meet such an end where he was actually begging for his own death before a crowd of thousands? It’s a shame we fed the lot to the livestock, for only after everything was said and done did we discover the secret to your father’s treasure…” 
 
    Nyla’s heart sunk like a stone in water despite her rage. The blood of her family line was necessary in order to break the seal on their most prized family heirloom, which had been passed down through the generations of her clan up until word had somehow spread throughout the Southern Plains that they were in possession of such a rarity. They’d lorded over the hundreds of tribes, clans, villages and towns all throughout the region, yet its allure was enough to immediately prompt their enemies to set aside their differences and take unified action against them. This bit of information was one of the last things her father had ever told her and Quin as he personally escorted them out of the city when he should have been defending his people against the invading forces. He’d then rushed back to their home in search of their mother. 
 
    “What? Not in a mood to talk?” 
 
    She had never hated anyone more than Hale and his despicable family. Only for them would she lower herself to committing acts of atrocity. If not for the fact that she was powerless against them she’d have already exacted her revenge a hundred times over and in the cruelest of ways. 
 
    Seeing that Nyla was continuing to ignore him, Hale snickered and left a few words behind as he broke away from the encirclement. “We’ll see how long you can keep quiet when you share my tent later tonight.” He let out a rugged laugh as he glanced at all the warriors in the area. “Don’t go running off now!” 
 
    Cold sweat lined her pelts as a lukewarm dread replaced her unbridled fury. Looking up at the looming moons, she wondered if she would be forced to take her own life tonight. 
 
    They walked on for another hour or so before stopping to set up camp, where most of the men cleared out the towering stalks of grass in the area with precise slashes of their great axes until they’d carved out a roomy little clearing and began to pitch their tents. Although they had removed her restraints, Nyla was forced to sit in the middle of the camp where everybody could keep an eye on her, with four men standing close enough that she only had an arm’s length of personal space from the furthest of them. It was clear that their intention was simply to leer at her, since any one of the warriors present could catch her in seconds if she chose to make a break for it. 
 
    Most of the tents were up at this point and a few campfires had already been lit, which meant that Nyla didn’t have much time if she desired to attempt an escape. From the rumours she’d heard of him in the past, she doubted that Hale would wait for even a moment to take her off to his tent once everything was in order. She shuddered, steeling herself. It was then that she noticed something that no one else seemed to have caught on to.  
 
    A short while ago one of the four men keeping watch over her had gone off into the grasses to relieve himself, but had yet to return. Not that it improved her chances by much, but if she chose to act now then there would be one less person to worry about in her immediate vicinity, and it was still dark enough that not everyone would be able to catch her movements. Not only that… 
 
    She took a deep breath and slowly shifted her footing, prepared to leap over the nearby men and then plunge into the forest of grass. If she was lucky and able to slip out of the camp then the dense vegetation and lack of sunlight would make up for her disadvantage in terms of speed. 
 
    Seeing the last tent go up, Nyla made her decision. Just as she was about to kick off from the ground, a strong hand clamped down upon her shoulder. Seeing Hale at her side, she flinched. 
 
    “Time for bed.” 
 
    Before she could put up a fight he’d already dragged her over to the largest tent in the camp with a grip so firm that it almost instantly left a hand-printed bruise on her wrist, possibly spraining it. He pulled aside the entrance flap and threw her onto the thick rug of dark beast fur that carpeted the tent’s unfurnished interior, which was lit by bright, glowing stones set into a few thin pockets that had been sewn into the inner lining. As the tent flaps closed behind him, Hale began to strip out of his frosted wolf pelts as an excited, fiendish look played across his face. 
 
    When Nyla turned her head and made no move to comply with his obvious intentions, he walked over and grabbed her jaw, forcing her to look him in the eye. “Strip.” 
 
    Now that things had progressed to this stage, images of her deceased family were coming to mind, of her playful sisters, her innocent and adventurous younger brother. The last face she recalled was that of her only remaining relative. Live well, Quin.  
 
    She pierced her hand toward Hale’s right eye, but he caught it just as easily as she’d predicted. Her other hand followed shortly after, but he released her jaw and blocked it in the same fashion, tightly squeezing the bruise he’d imparted earlier. He threw her to the floor, stealing the air from her lungs despite the fact that she’d landed on his discarded pelts. At that moment she’d stuck her tongue out as far as it would extend beyond her teeth and made to bite down with all her strength, choosing death over being forced to endure a night with the man who’d murdered her family. 
 
    It was at that crucial moment that an ear-splitting scream resounded throughout the night, immediately followed by numerous cries of alarm from outside of the tent. Hale didn’t look pleased by the sudden interruption, but he was in charge of the group and also the strongest warrior present. He had no choice but to check up on the situation outside, so he could only fling Nyla off of his clothes and get dressed before retrieving his axe and making his way out of the tent with a snarl. He paused at the entrance, appearing to think something over before turning back and raising an arm. 
 
    “We’ll continue when you wake up.” 
 
    Just as he was about to strike her unconscious the leather canvas of the tent imploded without warning and a monstrous outline barrelled into Hale’s imposing figure. Nyla had already been preparing to jump out of Hale’s reach and so barely managed to avoid getting caught up in the confusing scuffle that ensued.  
 
    She didn’t bother checking to see what had just attacked him, instead wriggling her way underneath the collapsed tent canvas and scurrying into the nearest patch of grass as fast as her body would allow. As the sounds of chaos began to fade into the distance, she sprinted through the grasses with no regard to her surroundings, a triumphant smile playing across her face as relief threatened to steal away her footing. If Jason knew that his bloody robe had played a part in her chance escape, she was sure that the kindly Otherworlder would be happy. 
 
    She could only thank her lucky stars that the subtle scent of that crusted purple blood had attracted exactly the type of attention she’d been praying for. I hope you rot, dirty scum. 
 
    After barely avoiding a nightmarish fate Nyla couldn’t help but feel a rush of satisfaction as she gazed up at the stars for guidance and began to set a course for Redfox Village. She was still frightened, of course, but she took comfort in knowing that many of those Netherwolf tribesmen would die tonight because of her actions. Many, if not all of them. 
 
      
 
    Hale put all of his strength into a desperate attack that sent the blade of his axe tearing into the bruised hide of the massive rat that had killed nearly all of his men. With every ounce of his strength behind the decisive strike, he was finally able to cut into its neck and force it to retreat with a screeching hiss as two of his tribesmen landed several blows on the injury he’d just inflicted. The hits didn’t do much damage, battle cries dying in throats as the rat spun on the spot and lashed out with its thick, whip-like tail. Spines snapped as both warriors were sent sailing into the darkness of the fields where countless others had fallen like rain over the course of the violent struggle.  
 
    Hale took advantage of the distraction and darted in like a sudden gust of wind, following the eerie pair of glowing eyes as he unleashed a barrage of savage swings that could have instantly killed any of the men he’d brought along with him. It took over a dozen strikes until he finally chopped into its resilient spine and took away its mobility. Without missing a beat he spent the next minute hacking at the base of its head, which was larger than his torso, until it fell to the ground with a heavy thud and a powerful jet of dark blood came pouring out of its thick neck and severed head. The moment its limbs stopped twitching Hale strutted over and shoved his arm deep into the gaping stump of its neck, where he dug around with an eager expression until his eyes lit up with excitement. 
 
    He pulled his hand free with a quick jerk and beheld a glittering, jewel-like orb that fit snugly in the palm of his hand, marvelling at the purity of its orange glow. It was only then that he began to wonder why a demonic beast had suddenly appeared and attacked their camp. The strangest part of it all was that it had seemed to be particularly fixated on him, always charging in his direction even when it had been completely surrounded. 
 
    Now that he’d harvested the beast’s core, he dropped to one knee and spat out a mouthful of blood. He’d taken some serious injuries in order to kill the rat. 
 
    “Sir!” 
 
    Only three other men had survived the battle, each one hardly able to stand. Hale waved them off with a grunt. “The girl?” 
 
    “She escaped,” said the man in the best condition, cradling a broken arm as he gazed at the wreckage all around them. Every tent had been flattened and all of the fire pits had been scattered, over two dozen bodies strewn about the encampment as the numerous embers glowed red in the night. “I’ll pursue her immediately.” 
 
    “No need.” Hale waved off the man and held up the peculiar orb for the others to see. “That rat was at the second level of the Profound Entry stage. This core is worth just as much as the girl, at least to me. We need to leave here immediately. Demonic beasts can smell each other’s blood from leagues away. I wouldn’t be surprised if another one showed up soon.” 
 
    The others exchanged fearful looks. 
 
    “Where will we go?” another man said.  
 
    “The outpost we set up in the ruins of the Crow Clan. Once we get there I’ll dispatch a dozen men to Redfox Village. The girl should have gone off to find her brother, but the people there should already be at our disposal. I doubt that they will aid them.”  
 
    Leveraging himself up with his bloody axe, Hale led the men away from the camp and back the way they had come, but paused when he noticed something poking out of his waistline. A small sheet of fabric was tied to a notch in his pelt. He tore it off and gazed at it for a moment, before his face swelled in unprecedented fury. Sharp killing intent began to radiate from his eyes. The cloth in his hand looked as if it had been torn from the lowest quality of robes, and it was covered from end to end in a dark stain that he recognized as a dried blotch of demonic beast blood. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Eleven: To Redfox Village 
 
      
 
    Over a month had passed since Nolan had begun to practice the Ancestral Body Technique. Although he didn’t have anything to compare himself to, he was confident that he’d made a significant amount of progress in a relatively short amount of time. What he’d initially taken to be a breakthrough had actually been the moment that his body had taken its first steps down the path of cultivation and officially walked into the first of five levels that made up the Body Nourishment stage. 
 
    In order to grow accustomed to admitting large quantities of Origin Energy into one’s body, it was necessary to temper one’s physique to a certain degree, a process which began with Body Nourishment. Each of the five levels would strengthen and invigorate the body until the cultivator was ready to walk into the next stage of cultivation, Profound Entry, where the energy within them would reach a certain density and form a dantian, which was sort of like an organ composed entirely of intangible energy. Once one reached the Profound Entry stage they would finally be able to convert any Origin Energy that they absorbed from their surroundings into inner essence, its purest form, and the dantian served as the filter that made this process possible. At least, that was usually the case. 
 
    In comparison to other core cultivation methods, the Ancestral Body Technique seemed quite peculiar. Anyone who practiced this technique would develop a dantian from the moment that they made their first breakthrough, and sometimes even before that. That was probably the reason behind why the old voice had claimed that this inheritance was “special.” 
 
    Rather than personal experiences and emotions, the memories that were now slowly assimilating into Nolan’s mind were strictly specific bits of knowledge pertaining to his newly acquired technique, like the fact that his body would supposedly be hard as rock once he finished “nourishing” his cells. 
 
    He had recently broken through to the second level of Body Nourishment. His dantian had grown to the size of a quarter and he could feel that the quality of the energy within it had become denser than before, similar to the difference in potency between a dying lightbulb and one that was fresh from the box. As if by instinct he knew that the curious way in which he perceived energy was due to something called a “spiritual sense,” a bizarre method of perception that would continue to develop depending on the scope of his growth as a cultivator. By relying on it he was able to clearly visualize the energy within his body and dantian, and also about a metre or so out into the immediate vicinity. 
 
    He had recently begun to notice that tiny amounts of Origin Energy entered into his body with each breath, which made him realize why the people and creatures of Nyla’s world were so impossibly powerful. Even if it was only miniscule amounts, a lifetime of inhaling the Origin Energy within the atmosphere would still have incredible effects on the body.  
 
    It was no wonder that so many people chose to dedicate most of their focus in life toward cultivation, though success in this field depended on many variables. The amount of time and effort one invested into their training, the level of their natural aptitude for comprehending the inner workings of energy manipulation, whether or not they practiced a core cultivation technique—these all held heavy sway in the level of attainment that one might achieve as a cultivator. 
 
    Another thing that he’d noticed was that the bodies of the fox and the mantis hadn’t decayed in the least. Evidently the science he’d grown accustomed to on Earth lacked credibility in this illogical place.  
 
    Now that he’d experienced such a quantitative rise in his physical capabilities, it was no exaggeration to say that he would have been one of the fastest people on Earth at his current speed. He wasn’t as quick or agile as a cheetah or any of the other speedy animals of his home world, but he could still maintain a lead over any gold medalist that had ever stepped onto an Olympic track, even if only barely. After experiencing such results firsthand, how could he just dismiss all of the farfetched thoughts that now filled his mind due to that old man’s so-called “inheritance?” 
 
    He recalled that the body of a demonic beast was very beneficial for cultivators, that the flesh would help strengthen one’s constitution upon consumption. The fountain water also seemed to have similar effects. The top figures of Redfox Village could only dream of enjoying such perks, the Ancestral Body Technique aside. 
 
    Nolan had just finished a particularly long stretch of training and was now relaxing in the peaceful waters of the fountain with a serene expression on his face. No matter how much strain he put his body through, the nurturing properties of the water always left him in tiptop shape. His appreciation of the core cultivation method that he’d chanced upon had risen a great deal over the weeks as he realized that rather than leave him exhausted after long hours of practice, there didn’t seem to be any backlash whatsoever. If he didn’t have to take breaks in order to eat and sleep then he’d have been able to persist for weeks without stopping. To think that he’d grown so strong from practicing what were basically exaggerated yoga stances from another world. 
 
     Once he felt sufficiently refreshed, he leapt out onto the grey stone of the courtyard and wandered over to the knee-high grasses of the lonely field. He’d dug out a decent-sized hole not too far from the stone walls of the enclosure and had been using it as a poor-man’s toilet for the time being but it was getting to the point where he couldn’t stomach standing in the area for more than a few seconds. With that on his mind he quickly filled in the hole with the pile of dirt that he had initially removed, which promptly sealed away the foul smell.  
 
    He began prospecting for a new location to dig out another primitive toilet. Pondering where he might have himself a satisfying movement, he leisurely walked over to the distant treeline and picked a random spot about five metres away from the fringes of the forest. He cleared away a small ring of grass and tunnelled into the soft soil with his bare hands. After relieving himself, he turned to go but then stopped mid-step. Looking back to make sure his eyes weren’t playing tricks on him, he was startled to see that one of the trees had actually taken on a lively appearance and was no longer grey and stagnant. 
 
    Looking closely, it seemed that the boundary that isolated the forest had withdrawn by about a metre and that a number of the closer trees now seemed to be in excellent health, at least on the sides facing the field. 
 
    He hurried over to the tree that caught his eye and took a few tepid steps past its trunk. He was surprised to discover that he was able to walk around an area that would have previously sent him tumbling away due to the mysterious repulsion force that seemed to wall-in the glade. What could have caused the change? The only difference between now and when he’d first arrived at this place was that he had begun to cultivate. Perhaps the extension of coloured space was due to his increase in strength? 
 
    That can’t be right. Compared to how I was when I got here, I’m basically the Chosen One. I can go, what, three steps farther than I could before? How much stronger would he have to become in order to walk a kilometre into the forest, or ten? 
 
    On his way back to the courtyard Nolan stopped by the corpses of the demonic beasts to collect some meat for a meal, and paused to consider the heavily fractured base on one of the fox’s sabre-like canines that he’d noticed some time ago. Now that his strength was steadily increasing he had decided to keep any materials that could be harvested from these beasts for himself. 
 
    As he had made a habit of doing over the past several days, he attempted to snap the tooth off with all of his might, though as always his efforts were in vain. Still, he would return tomorrow to make another attempt, for it had an extremely fine point and would be a lot easier of a weapon to handle than the mantis’s severed arm. 
 
    He wasn’t in a rush to obtain any resources from the dead creatures, for he suspected that his stay in this glade would not be a short one. He headed to the beautiful fountain after a bestial meal of bloody meat, and then washed any leftover gore from his hands and mouth. After that he immediately resumed practicing the Ancestral Body Technique with a tranquil grace that was uncharacteristic of his past self. 
 
    Nolan’s current circumstances would be difficult for even the most willful of individuals to cope with. Being trapped alone with a limited supply of food was enough to drive many people over the edge, let alone experiencing the sequence of events that led him from the local park in his hometown to the world where he had met Jason and the others, and then to this dead space in some unknown location. That he had discovered the wonders of cultivation in this most precarious of times was nothing short of heaven’s grace, for his peculiar technique had granted him a goal and a purpose, alongside the alluring promise of a survivable future. 
 
    Months passed in a monochrome blur as Nolan lost himself in an abstracted trance of near-ceaseless training. He ate when hungry and slept when tired, though otherwise spent every waking moment absorbed in becoming more familiar with his spiritual sense and harmonizing with the inner essence that had slowly begun to gather in the area around his dantian. Every time that his physical condition increased by even a little bit, it filled him with utmost satisfaction and a yearning to replicate the euphoric sensation time and again. 
 
    Such a lifestyle proved to be a most efficient distraction from thoughts that would have otherwise ruined him. Had Jason died in that forest? Were Nyla and the Redfox villagers okay, or had they already been slaughtered by that other tribe? There was also his family and all the people that he had known back on Earth. Not to mention the strange stone ring that he’d found in that pool of fox blood. Why hadn’t he felt any pain or discomfort after it burrowed into him, and why didn’t his body show any signs of the hellish torture that it had put him through? He really wished that the mysterious old voice had elaborated a bit on his explanations. 
 
    Nolan’s training had progressed smoothly up until he’d broken through to the fourth level of the Body Nourishment stage. His dantian hadn’t undergone any noticeable growth since he’d made it to the second level, though it now gave off a heavier and more substantial air when inspected with his spiritual sense.  
 
    After repeating the many stances of his core cultivation method countless times, he had developed a near-perfect synchronization with the images and muscle memory that filled his mind. That being said, he didn’t always succeed in executing the final thirty stances or so in the sequence, though he could hardly complain. Ordinarily he would have had to learn each stance individually, along with the breathing patterns and delicate mind states that were unique to each pose. In his case, the great cache of subconscious knowhow that he had “inherited” allowed him to skip past the learning phase and dive directly into his training. 
 
    He was now able to draw in twice as much Origin Energy from his surroundings as he had been able to back when he’d first started to cultivate. Even so, it had still taken him nearly four months to make his most recent breakthrough. Anyone else would have been pleased by such progress, whereas he mostly felt impatient. The old voice that had graced him with the “inheritance” had instructed Nolan to call upon him when his cultivation reached the Genesis stage. That was three stages ahead of Body Nourishment, and dozens, possibly hundreds of years’ worth of training ahead of his current stage. Did that old man really think that he would reach such a realm? 
 
    Now that he was one step away from reaching the final level of Body Nourishment, most of his muscles and bones had been strengthened in a way that he found difficult to describe. It was as if particles of energy had mixed in with his DNA, the same as any other resident of Venara. His dantian hardly showed any signs of being satisfied as it continuously devoured all of the energy that his body could contain, filtering it into inner essence and then further nurturing his physique.  
 
    At this rate he had no idea how long it would take to fill his dantian to capacity and instigate another breakthrough. It was necessary that he became more accustomed to manipulating the small bits of inner essence that his dantian had produced, for the better his control over such internal energies, the quicker his cultivation speed. 
 
    Thinking on it, he had been stuck here for at least half a year now. He’d been so caught up in his training that he had completely ignored the fact that he was slowly coming to embrace his new daily lifestyle. All meals consisted of meat from the fox’s belly where its skin was weak enough to cut through with a sharp piece of rock that he’d plucked from the loose wall of plain stone that surrounded the empty courtyard.  
 
    After his last increase in strength, he was finally able to snap off the chipped canine tooth from the fox’s mouth and had since dedicated a little bit of time here and there to swinging it around and getting used to handling it. Although it was just a tooth, it made for a great dagger what with the extreme hardness of its sixty centimetre length, along with its needlepoint edge. He’d grown pretty attached to it lately, carrying it around with him wherever he went as if he might suffer an ambush at any moment. 
 
    He would occasionally go off to observe the retreating border of the stillborn region that encased the glade, which had withdrawn six metres inward as a result of his ceaseless efforts at increasing his strength. He hardly ever ventured into the parts of the woods that were accessible to him, because he found the contrasting environments of healthy greens and lifeless greys to be downright creepy. 
 
    Each day Nolan took an hour or so to experiment with his evolving speed limit. He would dash around the glade like a madman, lush grasses torn up with every powerful step. Eventually the majority of the field looked as if it had received a sloppy mowing.  
 
    The glade ran a few hundred metres from end to end at its widest point, making it hard to believe that he could clear that distance in less than half a minute. It had taken many hours of practice and had earned him no small amount of minor injuries, but at least he no longer wiped out whenever he tried to slow down at such speeds. His movements had become agile and deft to the point that it seemed as if he were in a dream whenever he chose to test his limits. To move so quickly was indescribably thrilling, and he couldn’t help but laugh loudly during his sprints like a child at a theme park who had just discovered a new favourite ride. 
 
    Who would’ve thought that one day this would be my life? Nolan had just jumped over ten metres into the air and then managed to pull off his most stable landing yet. He’d come a long way from picking herbs with the Redfox villagers and even more so from the days of math class, bunk weed and fast food.  
 
    Twiddling the demonic fox tooth in his hands with absentminded efficiency, he kicked off the ground and sailed to another patch of grass over nine metres away. He had hardly put any effort into the casual jump yet he was still able to cover such a distance. Even after achieving tremendous improvements he still hadn’t worked up the courage to put all of his strength into a single jump. He was scared that he might misjudge the height and take a hard landing. 
 
    It was no surprise that his curiosity eventually got the better of him. Who wouldn’t want to know how high they could jump if they were in his shoes?  
 
    Why not give it a shot? I could probably get hit by a car and walk away like it’s nothing. Even if I do get injured there’s always that fountain that I can soak in. After getting himself amped up enough to make an attempt, he took a running start and kicked off of the ground with all his might.  
 
    Holy shit!  
 
    His facial expression underwent a drastic change the moment that he catapulted into the air. Only a second had passed and yet he was already around fifteen metres above the ground, his momentum showing no signs of slowing. 
 
    He didn’t soar much higher despite the force behind his jump. Instead he met with a jarring impact as if he’d leapt head first into the ceiling of a parking garage, and was then repelled downward by the familiar repulsive force that stood sentry around the glade. He would never have guessed that the strange barrier would also be present in the air. 
 
    Nolan fell at a much faster pace than he was prepared to deal with thanks to the unexpected rebound. With no idea which way was up or down, an acute warmth began to flood throughout his body almost at the exact same moment that the repulsive force struck. Only once he’d completely lost his bearings did he have the mind to scan the surrounding space with his spiritual sense. 
 
    A gentle sphere of white light that couldn’t be seen with the naked eye abruptly came to life within him and completely drowned out the vigorous glow of his dantian. He could clearly perceive that at the centre of the blinding light was the old ring that had disappeared back when it had nearly killed him. 
 
    He didn’t have time to marvel at the ring’s unexplained re-emergence for in the next instant he came crashing to the ground with enough force to have completely shattered all of a normal person’s bones. As things were, he lost all the breath in his lungs and felt as if his entire body had been slapped by a giant hand. Seeing the fox tooth clenched tightly in his right fist, he realized how lucky he’d been to not have impaled himself on it when he’d hit the ground. 
 
    His spiritual sense was immediately assailed with countless signals. He hadn’t thought that he would be able to detect something as minute as a rodent scurrying into a nearby a thicket, albeit with minimal distinction. The amount of living organisms within a sphere of ten metres was overwhelming, so much so that he was forced to dilute his focus in order to block out the distracting overflow of motion. 
 
    A gentle breeze flitted through the surrounding trees, as branches creaked along with the murmuring of leaves from over a hundred metres above. Nolan couldn’t believe his eyes. I’m not in the glade! He’d somehow ended up back in the giant forest of towering trees. 
 
    Thinking of what the old voice had said, he recalled the strange energy that the ring within his chest had emitted and so pieced two and two together. It was mere coincidence that the ring had abruptly transported him out of that strange realm just as he had been spiralling to the ground as a result of the unexpected rebound. 
 
    Scrambling to his feet he immediately recognized the pool of blood around him despite it having turned a dark purple colour. This was the same spot where he’d found the ring and collapsed. The ground felt damp beneath his feet, which were bare as he’d long-since discarded the leather sock things that Nyla had given him.  
 
    How could the stains still be so prevalent? It’s been over half a year… The white light around the ring had yet to fade, giving Nolan time to analyze it with his spiritual sense. Aside from the light it emitted he couldn’t pick up any determinate facts that might help him uncover any of its mysteries. 
 
    Thoughts about the odd artifact would have to wait until he was safely out of the forest. The gore-soaked ground was stamped with dozens of giant paw prints that were similar to a wolf’s but wider and much larger. Something had been here, most likely attracted by the smell of death that seemed to crawl up from the bloodstained soil like hot air on a still summer day. The impressions were larger than Nolan’s torso, a sure signal that it would be wise to leave the area as quickly as possible. 
 
    Heading in the opposite direction from where the giant paw prints led, Nolan began to hop over thickets and to dart between the thick trunks of lofty trees as he slowly allowed his spiritual sense to probe the immediate vicinity. The range of his perception was nearly double what he had confirmed while in the glade, and he was both surprised and disappointed to find that the quality of the Origin Energy in the air was much lower and far less dense than what he was used to. He’d never have imagined that the energy levels in that strange place would be almost ten times thicker than that of the Redfox region.  
 
    Doesn’t that mean the half-year I spent trapped there was the equivalent of five years’ worth of energy absorption out here? Since the Ancestral Body Technique made it many times easier to draw in and assimilate surrounding energies in comparison to most core cultivation methods, the actual value of his time in the glade was difficult to calculate. Even the worst of such techniques could at the very least double the amount of energy that one could absorb, so it was likely that he had closed much if not all of the great gap that separated him and the Redfox villagers. 
 
    Just what kind of a place was that bizarre land of monochrome solitude, and why had he been expelled so abruptly? If only he had asked that old man for more details on the ring that sat within his chest. Fuck me, it’s going to take so much longer to cultivate now.  
 
    He would have to think on it later. For now he needed to head back to Redfox Village, the only place that he could think of returning to. He took extreme care as he made his way through the woods, the trills of unseen birds filling the air as he tried his best to recall the way back to the plains. Although he’d grown a lot stronger in the past several months he doubted that he would stand a chance if he ran into something like the demonic fox or the mantis.  
 
    He passed by some large deer and a few other overgrown animals before he finally arrived at the sea of tall, shivering grass that had intimidated him so greatly on his first day in this world. He hadn’t emerged at the same place that Bron’s group had entered, so with no path to follow he was forced to run straight into the immense wall of vegetation. The smallest stalk stood at least twice his height, much higher than the grass in the area that Quin and Nyla had originally taken him through. 
 
    It took Nolan a few minutes to prepare himself for whatever sight awaited him in the village. It was entirely possible that he would simply find a skeleton of the former settlement, an abandoned cemetery riddled with tragedy and decay. 
 
    After fortifying his mind, he bounded off into the grass and began to dash through the landscape at an impressive speed. He relied on his spiritual sense to stay aware of his immediate surroundings, and subconsciously plotted out the most optimal footfalls for each of his vigorous leaps.  
 
    Nyla’s image flashed through his mind, her angelic complexion and sweet smile, particularly those dark, eternally curious eyes. He gritted his teeth and picked up the pace. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Twelve: Intense Battle on the Hilltop 
 
      
 
    Hale was in a sour mood when he and his remaining comrades arrived at the military outpost that his people had erected in the ruins of the Crow Clan’s principal township. A square kilometre’s worth of homes and small buildings had been thoroughly burnt to cinders, the residents having been likewise burned and then buried a few hundred paces away from the camp. In the midst of this charred wasteland over two hundred elites from his tribe remained on standby during their conquest of the northern peoples, at least four times that number dispersed elsewhere throughout the surrounding region. 
 
    The encampment was lively as the men enjoyed the vast stores of wine that they had plundered from the fallen town. Sounds of raucous cheering mixed in with roars of laughter as several younger warriors stumbled about in a drunken brawl, at least until they caught sight of Hale and immediately lowered their fists. The cheering ceased as all noise within the camp seemed to evaporate in an instant. Their leader set out for Redfox Village earlier that morning with dozens of powerful warriors at the third and fourth levels of Body Nourishment and was now returning in the dead of night with only three of his men. They were all injured, Hale included, which could only mean that they had been met with an unforeseen complication. 
 
    A few warriors ran forward with special medicines and healing elixirs, immediately seeing to their injuries. 
 
    “Where are the rest of the men, Hale?” A young man with a stout frame walked over from a nearby fire. His rustic hair was neatly trimmed to a short length, as was the thick beard that covered his blocky face. The head of his wolf pelt hung down his back, allowing Hale to get a clear look at his expression of inquiry.  
 
    Hale glanced back at his surviving companions and then quickly explained the situation to his cousin, though he didn’t disclose the fact that they’d managed to kill the demonic beast and harvest its core. Instead, he claimed that the four of them had barely managed to lose the rat and then quickly returned to the outpost to seek medical attention. He also didn’t mention that the massacre was brought on by a deadly trick that a young girl had pulled on him, as it was one of the greatest shames of his life. He would make sure that she paid a steep price for making him play the fool in their last exchange. 
 
    “Patriarch Ravenwing’s daughter? You actually found her?” 
 
    Hale nodded. “Back then, she escaped Black Raven City with her eldest brother. He should also be at the village that they seem to have settled down in. I’d planned on sending someone to tell you to meet up with us along the way back to the Southern Plains, but then she managed to get away during the attack.” He paused to rub a special salve onto his bruised midsection and then stared at the man intently. 
 
    “We must secure her at once,” his cousin said in his venomous voice. “We’ve waited long enough to break the seal that covers that old raven’s treasure, not to mention that Uncle’s temper has been worsening in recent months.” 
 
    “That is why we must hurry with our task. Rand, take no more than a dozen warriors of the fourth level of Body Nourishment and head to that village to capture the girl. I’ll follow you as soon as my condition improves a bit.” 
 
    “And what of the villagers?” 
 
    “Leave them be. Our priority is to bring that girl back to my father, not to destroy their pitiful little village. Besides, whoever we leave behind will take care of them within the week. Enough talk, you have tasks to complete.” 
 
    “Don’t bother coming,” his cousin smirked. “I won’t be long.” He gathered a small squad of men and immediately set off for Redfox Village. 
 
    Meanwhile, Hale settled in a quiet corner of the camp to recuperate. He ignored his desire to give chase to Nyla so that he may dismantle her limb by limb, and instead willed the inner essence within his body to congregate around his injuries. This was the first time that he’d been hurt enough to test out the new abilities that had become available to him once he’d stepped into the Profound Entry stage. Compared to a Body Nourishment cultivator who couldn’t even form a dantian, his control over internal energy was far superior. He’d even formed a spiritual sense that made it so that he was aware of the space around him for six paces in all directions, making him a nearly invincible existence in the plains region.  
 
    With such a sturdy and robust physique, it only took him a handful of hours before his health had improved to the point where his remaining injuries were mostly superficial. Once he was fit enough to move, he grabbed his axe and set off into the surrounding fields, infusing his lower body with inner essence to increase his speed. The only existences in the plains that he needed to be wary of were demonic beasts, though they were usually difficult to encounter. Now that he had rid himself of the bloody strip of fabric that the girl had planted on him, he doubted the possibility of encountering any potential threats during his travels.  
 
    Although he told Rand to leave the villagers be, he still planned to vent his anger on a select few once he got a hold of the girl, force her to watch each act of cruelty that he subjected her friends and acquaintances to. He tore through the grassland with murder on his mind, and ran on for a couple of hours until he spotted a large hill up ahead that was completely devoid of vegetation. Once he’d drawn close enough to the barren soil he could instantly feel a dreadful aura floating up from the sickly dirt, as if the entire mound of earth were contaminated with deadly toxins. 
 
    Someone was standing at the crest of the hill with their attention focused on a small patch of flowers that sat a few paces in front of them. Hale drew closer in utter silence, his eyes immediately focused on the patch of knee-high plants that drooped lifelessly from the centre of the hilltop. Heartrending lilies—nine of them! He couldn’t believe his luck. The devilishly crimson flowers were extremely poisonous, even to someone with Hale’s physique. If a miniscule amount entered his bloodstream then he would die within moments. 
 
    His eyes lit up as a strong wind blew downhill and stirred the great field into motion, his focus falling upon the object that the modestly dressed youth was holding in his right hand. That demonic beast tooth, I can’t sense its aura! That could only mean that the monster it had belonged to had been at least three levels above him in cultivation. 
 
    He crept forward on silent feet until he was close enough to sense that the unsuspecting boy in front of him was only at the fourth level of Body Nourishment. Although such an aura was quite impressive for his age, he was easy prey in the eyes of a battle-hardened warrior like Hale. Heartrending lilies aside, the instant that he’d laid eyes on that demonic tooth he had decided to snatch it for himself. There was no need to mention what sort of fate awaited the young man in front of him. 
 
    Shifting his weight to keep as quiet as possible, he kept low as he stalked the hapless stranger, his axe raised and poised to strike. The boy’s attention was still fixated on the heartrending lilies, an uncertain frown on his face. He didn’t seem to notice him. When he was only about three paces away Hale casually leapt forward and sent out a fast horizontal strike that was meant to bisect, but the boy shockingly jumped over the flash of steel and landed behind him with an unintelligible shout. 
 
    “What the fuck?” 
 
    Hale had no idea what language had just been spoken, but he didn’t have time to ponder the unexpected outcome as his target immediately dashed forward and sent a punch whistling toward his face. So fast! He didn’t have time to raise his axe to defend, nor did he think it was necessary, so he chose to meet the oncoming fist with one of his own. The youth in front of him may have been quick but he refused to believe that he might sustain an injury when such a gap existed between their cultivation levels.  
 
    A terrible pain swept up Hale’s arm the moment that their fists met, which forced him to jump back in surprise as he began to reassess the person in front of him. That punch should have shattered his knuckles. Is he really at the fourth level of Body Nourishment?  
 
    The boy didn’t press his advantage and instead retreated in a flash while panting heavily from an evident adrenaline rush. Why did he stop attacking me?  
 
    “What the fuck’s your problem?” The boy spoke more words in that weird language. “I sensed you sneaking up on me, you little rat.” 
 
    “Otherworlder?” Hale whispered thoughtfully. Several had been found throughout the Southern Plains region in recent weeks, all of them unable to understand the Universal Language. 
 
    “That’s right,” the boy said, this time using words that Hale understood. “Why is everybody around here a goddamn murderer? Do you think I couldn’t sense you creeping up on me that whole time? What did I even do to make you want to kill me? I was literally just standing here minding my own business.” 
 
    Hale’s eyes narrowed maliciously. “Fine then, we can talk. Walk away from the heartrending lilies, set down your weapon and leave here. I’m only telling you once.” 
 
    The youth laughed as his dark eyes narrowed, his short hair lightly tousled by a gentle wind. “Not happening, I’ll tell you that for free. How about you put down your weapon, drop all your valuables and then leave here. I don’t give a shit if you have that big axe. I’m only telling you once—” 
 
    Hale focused his inner essence into his legs and then pounced toward the boy like a vicious animal. He poured all of his strength into a heavy strike aimed for his opponent’s head, but the boy ducked under the swing and tackled him with a great amount of force. They landed four paces away and then drew a line in the dirt that was just as long, both lashing out at one another with foot and fist before either could regain their balance. 
 
    Remarkably, the boy proved just a little bit faster as a strong jab clipped Hale in the chin, stunning him for a moment as the deadly tip of the demonic tooth nearly embedded itself into his right eye. He tilted his head to the side at the last second and rammed the butt of his axe into his opponent’s abdomen, causing him to spit out a mouthful of bile and retreat backward with shaky steps. 
 
    Hale didn’t miss a beat as he chased after the boy, who abruptly spun on the spot and sprinted toward him with reckless speed. He sidestepped the tooth’s point as it nearly pierced his shoulder, though he maintained his balance and then smashed a big fist into his opponent’s face. Before the force behind his hit could send the boy flying, Hale dropped his axe and grabbed onto the youth’s wrist as he tried to retreat, yanking him right into the path of a second punch. 
 
    Blood spilled as his victim drew an arch through the air and landed four paces away, though he lurched to his feet quickly enough to avoid Hale’s follow-up kick. 
 
    How is he unharmed? 
 
    He unleashed a flurry of ruthless punches, though he sensed sudden danger when he realized that the boy’s expression had changed into one of incredible focus. He was accurately avoiding each of Hale’s strikes as if he could somehow see through his every move. 
 
    With none of his attacks landing, Hale fell back and made to retrieve his axe but was cut off by the sudden appearance of a roughly spun green robe and a pair of lean but well-muscled arms. He would never have believed that his opponent could rush past him so quickly. He harnessed the energy within him and used it in cohesion with his forward momentum to ram his right fist into the boy’s gut for a second time, which sent him tumbling a dozen paces down the hill. 
 
    This little cur! Seeing his target staggering to his feet while clutching at his abdomen, Hale took a knee and touched a hand to the deep gash that’d been carved into his chest during the brief moment of contact. The boy had purposely taken the hit in order to cut into him with a ruthless swipe of his dagger. Longer than his hand and thick as a fingernail, the wound was currently leaking a significant but non-life-threatening amount of blood.  
 
    He hadn’t anticipated such a tough battle when he’d initially made the decision to ambush the hapless young cultivator. What’s with this kid?  His opponent’s sloppy fighting style was a clear indication of inexperience, yet his overwhelming strength and unfiltered speed was more than enough to make up for all of his misgivings. The aura that that the boy emitted was clearly at the fourth level of Body Nourishment and yet he could fight evenly against him, a cultivator at the first level of Profound Entry.  
 
    What the hell is this? Hale possessed a spiritual sense and his body had awoken to the complexities of inner essence production and manipulation, not to mention that he now had a dantian. With so many advantages, how could he have been injured by someone below the fifth level of Body Nourishment? 
 
    It’s because of my injuries, he dismissed with a frustrated growl. A number of the wounds that he had received from the demonic rat had opened up. At this point it would be best for him to swallow his pride and leave the scene, for he couldn’t bear the thought of being defeated by someone that he significantly outclassed just because he wasn’t at full strength. 
 
    Smothering his anger, he feigned an attack before turning on his heels and fleeing into the sea of grass nearby the base of the hill. He put all of his remaining energy into creating as much distance as he possibly could between himself and the unexpectedly powerful youth. He sped along until he came out onto one of the extensive pathways that dotted all of the four plains regions, at which point he fell to the ground and desperately began to suck air into his lungs. 
 
    Once he’d caught his breath, he pressed a section of his pelt over the large gash on his chest to stem the tide of blood that had worsened after his frantic run. He planned to rest for a few more moments and then head back to the military outpost where he would focus on recuperating his health while awaiting news of Rand’s success. 
 
    Unbeknownst to him, a trio of youthful figures emerged from the surrounding grasses, each looking down their noses at him with a mild amount of interest as soon as they discovered his pathetic appearance. They wore fine robes of a deep scarlet shade, the edges of the expensive fabric lined with thick black trim. Matching emblems of a dark red handprint were sewn onto the left side of the chest area, symbols that had recently become familiar to him as a source of fear and trepidation. 
 
    “If it isn’t the son of that little Netherdog tribe’s chief.” 
 
    Hale immediately recognized the boys in front of him, as would anyone else from Netherwolf City. They were members of a large organization from the distant lands to the south that was infamous for meddling in the affairs of the people from the Plains Region. The three of them were currently out adventuring throughout the grasslands to broaden their horizons and to help them mature, at least that was what they had told his family. 
 
    Recently his father had gotten a hold of a hundred-year-old leaf of dragon’s tongue, a very rare medicinal herb that increased the amount of Origin Energy that one could absorb from their surroundings for a short period of time. Catching wind of this, these three youths had stopped by and pressured his father into trading the leaf for twenty spirit stones, which wasn’t too bad of a deal. The fact of the matter, however, was that even the great chief of the Netherwolf Tribe had been forced to bow his head and capitulate to three youths that were only a fraction of his age. 
 
    Whatever organization they belonged to was not an entity which their tribe could afford to offend, for even Hale understood that cultivators of his level were as common as the clouds in the land where these young men hailed from. 
 
    What were the chances that he would run into the three of them so soon after they had coerced his father into making an unwilling trade, and on a discreet grassland path, no less? 
 
    Thinking back to the unmasked avarice that they had displayed when they’d gotten a hold of his tribe’s precious medicine, a tempting idea crossed Hale’s mind. He forced himself up with a groan and cupped his hands toward the young men in a respectful salute. “So it’s the young heroes that recently paid my Netherwolf Tribe a visit. It’s an honour to run into you out here in the wild.” He coughed up some blood and fell to his knees. 
 
    “Your talent isn’t half-bad,” stated the shortest of the three. “What could you have run into out here that’s left you in such dire straits?” 
 
    “Was it a demonic beast?” said the young man on the right, a lanky fellow with a cruel look lingering in his deadpan eyes. “Where did you encounter it?” 
 
    The straw haired youth in the middle held himself with an exceptionally noble disposition. Hale knew from past experiences that he was the leader of the three, so it was him that he addressed when he finally decided on what to say. “A few days ago I was attacked by a demonic beast while leading my tribesmen toward one of the local villages. We took heavy losses but I managed to escape with my life. Just now when I stumbled upon a patch of precious herbs, I was ambushed by a brat at the fourth level of Body Nourishment. Due to the injuries I’d sustained in the previous fight, I was forced to flee.” 
 
    The young man in the middle smirked in contempt and the other two began to laugh as if they’d just heard the funniest joke in the world. “You were driven off by someone so weak?” said the shorter one. “How will you face your ancestors?” 
 
    Hale felt his face heating up but bore with the embarrassment as he continued to perpetuate his plan. “He was wielding the tooth of a demonic beast of at least the fifth level of Profound Entry.” 
 
    The young men grew serious the moment they heard of the demonic tooth. Materials harvested from demonic beasts—creatures capable of amassing energy and storing it within their cores, the equivalent of a human’s dantian—often produced excellent quality armour and weaponry. 
 
    “You’d better not be playing a joke on us,” said the lanky one. “A tooth, you say? Such a thing could surely be fashioned into a nice dagger.” 
 
    The leader of the group finally spoke up, as if catching on to Hale’s intentions. “What sort of herbs did you find?” 
 
    He had already accepted the fact that he’d be taking a loss this time around. Even so, having that brat with the demonic beast tooth killed before his eyes was as sweet a consolation prize as he could hope for. “Heartrending lilies, nine of them.” 
 
    A greedy grin crept onto the blond-haired youth’s face. “Lead us to where you found the flowers. If the one who ambushed you isn’t around, then we’ll drop by the closest village to see if anybody has spotted him.” 
 
    “My pleasure.”  
 
    Hale worked his body to its limits as he began to retrace his steps to the barren hill where he’d just faced off against the strange Otherworlder from before. No matter how outstanding that youth may have been, he wouldn’t stand a chance in front of these three fellows. The one in charge was at the peak of the second level of the Profound Entry stage, and the other two were the same as Hale, at the first level’s initial phase. On top of that, they would have learned many top-class martial skills from their organization, so they could easily match up against cultivators that were one or two levels above them. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Thirteen: Reunited at Last 
 
      
 
    Nyla struggled against the thick ropes that kept her bound to a rigid stone chair within the village head’s residence. Easily the most impressive home in the village, it was several times larger than her and Quin’s cabin and made from much finer materials. The first of its two floors was constructed entirely of stone while the upper level had been meticulously carved from sturdy logs of silver rockwood, giving it a facade that made one think that the entire building had been fashioned from the same dusty mineral. 
 
    She had been tied up and kept out of sight in a small room on the house’s second level, monitored by two young warriors while the voices of the village head and a few of his confidants spilled over from the neighbouring room. Deliberating over how to handle Nyla’s sudden arrival, they made no effort to muffle their panicked voices. 
 
    She had never felt so betrayed in all her life. While she hadn’t been particularly close to any of the villagers since she’d only recently become a part of their small community, they had always treated her with a certain level of respect, their words always spoken from faces full of smiles. How cruel it had been to see that, rather than rejoice when they discovered that she’d escaped a cruel fate at the hands of Hale and his tribesmen, they immediately turned on her as if she were the weakest pup in a pack of starving, rabid dogs. She hadn’t taken more than a few steps into the village when everyone in sight had immediately frozen in place with looks of horror on their faces, and over a dozen people had moved to surround her as if she were some heinous criminal. 
 
    Before she could attempt to find her brother, the village head had arrived and stricken her unconscious without the slightest bit of hesitation. This was the man who had graciously taken them in with sympathy in his eyes back when she and Quin had first stumbled into their village just a few months after the fall of their clan. He’d seen to their every need with an almost fatherly attentiveness, and situated them in one of the larger homes where he made sure that they enjoyed every convenience that the village had to offer. In return, her brother had gone out nearly every day to procure food and materials for the villagers, he alone supplying over a quarter of the meat that roasted above the cook fires every single day since their arrival. 
 
    As things were, she could only hope that Quin might catch wind of a careless whisper and learn of her current predicament. Although they were both at the fourth level of the Body Nourishment stage he was stronger than the village head by a certain degree, enough to afford her a quick rescue should he decide to sneak into the old man’s residence. 
 
    Just as she was drowning in self-pity over the fact that her brother was most likely brooding over her recent kidnapping while she sat bound and gagged a mere three homes away, the heated voices from the next room abruptly began to die down. It seemed that her fate had been decided on. 
 
    Quin…please hurry! 
 
      
 
    Jason was depressed as ever as he dragged his feet down the pathway that led back to Quin’s home from what he had come to call the “shit-pit.” Since Nyla’s abduction, he’d been awkwardly bumming around the siblings’ cabin without contributing a single olive to the village, and only ever stepped outside when he could no longer ignore nature’s call. He’d long since grown numb to the looks of hatred and disgust that every man, woman and child seemed to direct his way, but he figured that the reason nobody moved to implicate him was solely because he was still living under Quin’s roof. After what had happened to his sister not many people seemed keen on getting on his bad side. Quin hadn’t exactly told him that he could stay, but he also hadn’t forced him out, which Jason saw as the equivalent of the quiet young man extending his most heartfelt invitation to him. 
 
    After the Netherwolf Tribe had stormed into the village Jason had dreaded the task of informing Quin about his sister, as he had feared that he’d get bludgeoned in a fit of rage or else suffer in some other unpredictable way. Contrary to his festering uncertainties, the big guy had surprised him by hearing him out with a neutral expression and then walking into his room without a word. 
 
    Jason rubbed at his nose as he trudged down the path, ignoring the surrounding villagers as he wondered when his run of misfortune would come to an end. He hadn’t gone to the cook fires since yesterday and it was already late in the evening, so he anticipated a harrowing trip to the village’s central square in the near future. I’ll just have to wait until three or four in the morning when nobody’s around. 
 
    He sighed as the waste bucket bumped into his knee. What’ll I do now? I can’t just live with Quin, that’d be super weird, not to mention stressful. He was almost at the cabin when he noticed a jumble of motion out front of the village head’s house. Half a dozen warriors had just stepped out of front door in organized order, a seventh person being led onward with their hands tied behind their back and their head covered with a burlap sack. The rest hurried along while casting shady glances at their surroundings.  
 
    The people in the vicinity didn’t appear to take any interest in the spectacle, as if such a thing was an everyday occurrence. Sensing trouble, Jason continued to creep forward until he was just a few metres away from Quin’s cabin. 
 
    These guys are something else. He squinted his eyes to get a better look at the concealed figure when the apparent captive suddenly dove several metres to the side, detaching from the group. They landed on the ground with a soft grunt and then rolled along with their momentum to create even more distance between them and their captors. The hem of the person’s long, thick robe was thrown up from the sudden movement, revealing a slender leg of smooth, lightly tanned skin. It’s a girl!  
 
    The detainee tried to stand but was immediately restrained by two men as the people in the area continued to go about their business as if nothing unusual were taking place. Jason’s heart nearly stopped as he recognized the dark, midnight hair that had slipped out of the sack when the girl had hit the ground.  
 
    Just as she was being yanked back into file with the others, one of the vigilant warriors looked Jason’s way and the two connected eyes. Without speaking a word to his accomplices, the observant man sprung forth and made a beeline straight for Jason. 
 
    My God! He hurled his waste bucket toward the man, who swatted it out of the way just as Jason made it to the door and scrambled inside. “Quin! Nyla here! Quin! Nyla in danger!” He continued screaming at the top of his lungs even as his pursuer darted into the home after a brief hesitation. That moment was enough time for Quin’s bedroom door to explode into shreds as his hulking figure emerged in an instant and quite literally broke the man’s face with a rigid punch. The warrior’s head flew back with enough force to snap his neck, his body falling backwards onto the floor in a heap of lifeless limbs. 
 
    Quin looked over at Jason with a ghastly expression. 
 
    “Outside!” he said frantically. “Group has Nyla! Nyla roped up!” 
 
    Quin snatched his axe from where it hung on the wall and disappeared through the doorway. Cries of alarm and the clang of metal on metal could be heard almost instantly. Jason shot a queasy look at the fresh corpse that Quin had just created and then grabbed one of his wrists with his opposing hand in order to quell a fit of shaking.  
 
    After taking several deep breaths he followed after Quin and ran as fast as he could to the standoff up ahead. Quin had killed the other five men in the minute that Jason had frozen up and was in the midst of freeing Nyla from her restraints when nearly every villager in sight began to swarm around them. 
 
    Jason wormed through the murmuring crowd and slipped into the inner circle to where the siblings were standing. Nyla was hugging Quin with tears in her eyes, her brother’s wild hair and heavy pelts thoroughly stained through with blood as he aimed a predator’s glare at the people that surrounded them. 
 
    Quin pushed Nyla aside and then gave his axe a threatening swing which sent forth a light wind that ruffled the clothes of at least a dozen people. “Move!” 
 
    Jason, who’d been standing off to the side, ran forward and grabbed Nyla’s hands in his own. “What happen? You safe!” He knew it looked lame but his eyes began to water a bit. “I’m sorry! My fault you taken! I weak.” 
 
    Nyla seemed touched as she regarded him with a gentle gaze. “How could it be your fault? Out of everyone in the village it was only you that stood up for me. You, the most helpless person.” 
 
    He pulled his hands away with a sad smile as the two of them returned their focus to the ring of desperate villagers that were slowly inching closer. 
 
    “If you refuse to move then don’t blame me for making you!” 
 
    The villagers finally buckled under Quin’s intimidating stare, and a small wedge appeared in the crowd. He led the three of them toward the gap without skipping a beat. 
 
    “Quin!” 
 
    The village head jumped down from the roof of a nearby home and gracefully landed ahead of them, sealing off their path of retreat. Seeing their leader arrive on the scene, the villagers gained back enough courage to reform the encirclement. 
 
    “I will not say this again. Move out of my way.” 
 
    The old man pulled at his beard with a complicated expression. “Please try to understand. The only reason the Netherwolf Tribe spared us is that for some reason they agreed to take away your sister and no one else. By returning she has put everybody in danger. Think of the villagers. With Nyla’s noble sacrifice, over a thousand lives can be saved!” 
 
    “I’d let a thousand Redfox Villages be destroyed if that meant keeping my sister safe!” Quin surprised everybody as he launched himself forward and unleashed a relentless attack on the seemingly frail old man. The village head felt immense pressure as he struggled to avoid the sudden onslaught, his eyes widening in disbelief as each successive swing from Quin’s axe came whistling toward him. 
 
    “Impossible! You broke thr—” 
 
    The old man’s head toppled to the ground as his body wobbled unstably for a few moments. Gouts of blood spewed from the stump and hit a few nearby villagers as his thin body fell backwards with a light thud. Now that the strongest fighter in the village had been killed in just a few moves, the morale of the crowd had completely deflated.  
 
    Jason followed the siblings out of the blockade and pathetically struggled to keep up with them as they made their way over to the nearest exit of the village at a light jog. They had almost made it to the opening in the wall when a few figures wearing wolf pelts dashed out from behind a string of nearby homes and immediately moved in on the three of them.  
 
    Quin blocked the first assailant’s strike with the shaft of his axe, immediately ramming its butt end into the man’s mouth and shattering the majority of his teeth. As the first fell, he sidestepped a vertical chop from the second man and arrived in front of the third to cave in his chest with a strong sidekick. Without a hint of hesitation, he whirled his axe around to strike at his remaining opponent even as the former soared lifelessly through the air. 
 
    Jason looked on in a perturbed sense of awe. This is crazy. Quin displayed strength and speed only slightly superior to that of his foes, relying on careful timing and decisive strikes to deal fatal attacks to the enemy within one or two split-second exchanges. 
 
    The last man caught Quin’s strike on his own axe shaft, but his wrists faltered from the force of the attack and his weapon pressed into him with enough momentum to push him backward by at least four metres. Jason’s scalp tingled as Quin quickly finished off the injured men and then resumed his bid for the exit.  
 
    Their group hadn’t gone more than a dozen paces when four more men emerged from the infrastructure, their wolf pelts labelling them as Netherwolf tribesmen. The newcomers held off on attacking this time around and instead exchanged tense glances as they regarded their fallen companions with visible hesitation. 
 
    The eldest of the group, a lean man with shaggy, peppered hair, gave Quin a long stare. “Wasn’t Patriarch Ravenwing’s oldest son supposed to be some powerless whelp?” 
 
    A younger man who appeared as if he might be the first speaker’s son looked over with uncertainty. “He should be at the second level of Body Nourishment, the third at best. Is this really him?” 
 
    “It has to be,” the older man said. “I was there when the tribes invaded their city. It was only for a moment, but I got a good look at him.” 
 
    The largest of the four was the next to speak, a haggard and sloppy-looking fellow. “For the three of them to have died without inflicting a single wound, at the very least he has to be at the fifth level of Body Nourishment, not to mention that he’s clearly a skilled fighter.” At such a level his bones and flesh would have nearly finished the strengthening necessary for the body to become receptive and resistant the energies of the world. He was only one step away from obtaining a spiritual sense and forming a dantian. 
 
    Quin seemed to understand that the longer they waited around the higher the chances that more enemies would show up, so he wasted no time in charging straight into the group and initiating a brutal confrontation that immediately filled the area with loud metallic clangs and momentary explosions of orange sparks. 
 
    The first one to drop was the young man in his late teens, his head split down the middle as Quin’s axe travelled into his midsection with grotesque momentum. The weapon was ripped free with no restraint to meet a wrathful barrage of swings from the man with the peppered hair, who might have lived a few moments longer had he not given in to a frenzied impulse after witnessing the death of his son. Instead he met his end at the hands of his own tribesmen as Quin got a hold of his neck and used his body to shield against the simultaneous attacks of the remaining two. They were unable to pull back in time after mustering all of their strength for the combined assault, so they could only chop into their ally without restraint. 
 
    It was hard for Jason to differentiate between how strong each of the warriors were, but none of those that had fallen to Quin’s axe had seemed slower than the village head had been. “Quin always this strength?” 
 
    Nyla shook her head as she stared at her brother with bitter pride. “He used the last pellet…” 
 
    “Pellet?” 
 
    She shook her head, opting not to respond. 
 
    Two more warriors had joined the fray during their short exchange, and it was at this point that Quin finally began to lose his advantage. Panting heavily and glazed with sweat, blood trickled from his chest where one of the men had left a six-inch laceration just before his skull had been crushed by the flat side of his axe. One by one the Netherwolf tribesmen continued to fall, only a few managing to inflict an injury or two upon their killer before their lives were stolen away. 
 
    As far as Jason could tell Quin’s physiology was only slightly superior to that of his enemies, the deciding factor of this battle being that he was much more athletic and in tune with his instincts. By the time the fast-paced melee was over, Quin had taken a knee while leaning on his axe for support and scanning his surroundings with the utmost vigilance. 
 
    Jason gulped as he stared at the nine corpses that littered the wide pathway, each one showing various degrees of mutilation. Hundreds of villagers had followed in their wake after the three of them had left the village head’s residence, and the frightened locals had kept their distance as they watched Quin slaughter nearly a dozen powerful warriors from the revered Netherwolf Tribe that had massacred much of their forces earlier in the week.  
 
    Blood pattered to the ground as Quin forced himself to his feet, over a dozen scarlet streams seeping out of just as many injuries. There were several spots on his body where it was difficult to determine which blood was his and which had come from his enemies. Suddenly his head shot up like a guard dog that had heard something outside of the house, and he immediately rushed over to stand firmly behind Jason and Nyla. 
 
    “Just two minutes behind the others and we arrive to find them all dead? What trash!” 
 
    Three men stood less than a dozen paces away with black battleaxes strapped to their backs. A short and stocky young man revealed a wide smile from where he stood between two men that were even larger than Quin. He didn’t show the slightest hint of remorse at the deaths of so many of his tribesmen, observing the scene with silent mirth, his arms folded as if he were appreciating an entertaining game of his favourite sport. 
 
    “Seems that you’ve grown stronger, Quin. It’s been a while, do you remember me?” 
 
    Pure hatred began to emanate from Quin’s eyes. “Rand! It seems that the gods are smiling down on me today.” He jabbed the butt of his axe into the dirt, planting his weapon in an intimidating pose. “If I let you leave here alive then I won’t be able to face my family in the afterlife!” 
 
    The stocky man laughed as he tugged up the wolf head of his pelt, his smile taking on a feral excitement. “You, kill me? You might have had a chance a couple of hours ago, but even that Otherworlder there should be able to tell that you’re on your last breath.” He drew his weapon. “You should be happy. Today you’ll finally be reunited with your worthless family. As for your darling sister…” 
 
    Quin didn’t bother with a reply, instead digging a small object out of an inner pocket of his pelt. It looked like the last bit of a golden jawbreaker, a sphere that had been bitten into and reduced to an uneven crescent. Nyla had reacted to the stocky man’s appearance much in the same way as her brother, yet the hatred in her eyes dimmed for a moment as they flashed with recognition after seeing what Quin had removed from his person. 
 
    Jason wondered what the golden object might be as their wounded protector tossed it into his mouth and swallowed it whole. The Netherwolf tribesmen looked uncertain, as if they didn’t know what it was that Quin was up too but were aware that it wouldn’t be without purpose. 
 
    The three men rushed in, Rand arriving in front of Quin before his two companions. Their axes met with a shower of sparks as the two received an equal jolt and were forced to take a few steps back. The other two men swooped around in a pincer movement the instant that they had been forced into a stalemate, but rather than be overwhelmed by the combined attacks of the fresh opponents Quin charged straight at the man on his right and slid past his overhead chop by a hairsbreadth, and then grabbed onto the front of his pelt. With just a single arm, he hurled the bigger man right into the trajectory of the second man’s horizontal swipe, which caught him clean in the chest with a stomach-turning sound of parting flesh and crunching bone.  
 
    Rand swung his weapon with barbaric abandon as he appeared behind Quin like a spectre, the latter suffering an initial strike to his right shoulder but managing to avoid the onslaught that followed by retreating backward with quick movements. Rand didn’t give him any reprieve, pressing forward with intensifying ferocity as his last remaining comrade attempted to circle around to Quin’s back while he was distracted.  
 
    Jason was terrified by the situation, for he knew that Quin losing meant that he would die and Nyla would be consigned to a life of damnation.  
 
    As if sharing the same thought, Quin exploded with a sudden vigour as Rand’s expression grew exceedingly grim, his remaining helper soon bleeding out on the ground as he stared down at his severed legs in morbid shock. In the time it took for the man to die Quin had completely turned the tables on Rand and forced the despicable man into a desperate situation. It was almost as if he had regained all of his stamina. 
 
    Leering down with his teeth bared in a strained snarl as blood seeped out from his many cuts and gashes, Quin had the appearance of a red demon as he laid into his enemy with a vengeance. Every moment that passed earned him a greater advantage until eventually one of his attacks struck true, his axe burying itself halfway into Rand’s chest as the young man spat out a mouthful of blood, a few dark lines trickling through his beard. 
 
    “You were at the early…the early…” Rand vomited gore down his front. “How—how did you climb to the peak of the fifth…?” 
 
    Quin planted a foot against Rand’s chest and kicked him from the blade of his axe. He waited until his opponent had died before muttering, “The medicinal pellet, obviously.” He then proceeded to chop off all of Rand’s limbs and then spat on his body before motioning for Nyla and a petrified Jason to follow after him. 
 
    They left the village in a state of utter silence and emerged into the small field that made up the area around the palisade wall that surrounded the settlement. Much to their dismay and frustration, they found that four young men stood in the middle of the path that led off into the confining forests of tallgrass, a familiar presence among them foreshadowing devious intentions. 
 
    Jason was already weak in the legs from all of the surreal instances of killing that he had witnessed, and he nearly fell to his ass when he recognized that the oldest of the group was none other than Hale, the rotten person that was responsible for their current situation. The navy fur of his pelt was torn in several places, the most eye-catching spot being the wetness of his shoulder where something seemed to have carved a long line into his skin. The brawny man’s black hair was in complete disarray, as if he’d just fallen from the sky. 
 
    We almost made it out, why did that guy have to show up now? It’s just one thing after another! 
 
    The three individuals that stood behind Hale were all around Jason’s age. The trio wore bored expressions as their ruby robes were lightly tickled by a passing breeze. Their appearances were much more refined than any of the people Jason had encountered during his time in the village, though the peculiar glints in their eyes warned him that something was off about these three. Are those uniforms? They all had the same patch sewn onto the fronts of their robes, a scarlet hand fringed with black thread. 
 
    Quin and Nyla’s expressions darkened as if they were staring at the most contemptible person in the world, the former’s eyes going bloodshot as his body trembled and his teeth gnashed in rage. 
 
    The short teenager on the left squinted his beady eyes. “Old friends?” 
 
    “Filthy wretch,” Hale spat as soon as he laid eyes on Nyla. “I’m going to skin you alive, like I did your pathetic father!” 
 
    Lust coloured the face of the spindly boy on the right as his otherwise impassive gaze was suddenly stirred into focus. “Hold on, Dog. You can kill the other two, but I’ll be taking that girl for myself.” He looked over at the youth in the middle, who was absentmindedly fingering a short strand of his blond hair. “Unless you’re interested?” 
 
    The teen in question waved him off. “I tired myself out in the last village. Do what you want with her.” 
 
    Quin looked as if he would explode at any moment, dozens of drops of blood beading in the dirt below him. Meanwhile, Jason analyzed the behavior of the strange boys with a growing sense of foreboding. Something wasn’t right about the way that Hale was just meekly going along with whatever they said, and it was also strange how they seemed to look down upon him in the same way an ignorant child might look down on a homeless man in the street. 
 
    “Dog,” said the boy on the left. “What is this village called?” 
 
    Hale’s face twitched but he still responded in a neutral tone. “Redfox Village. It won’t be around much longer, I can assure you of that.” 
 
    “You intended to lead your tribesmen to conquer a local village. Might this be it?” 
 
    “Yes, this was the one.” 
 
    The boy turned to his two companions, his lips stretching in a devious smile. “My foundation is still unstable after that last breakthrough. I figure that there’re enough people here to stabilize my cultivation, so would you two allow me to be a bit selfish this time around?” 
 
    “By all means,” the blond boy said lazily. 
 
    Seeing that the other two had no problem with his proposal, the short boy sped past Jason’s group with a flourish of his satiny robes and abruptly disappeared into the village. Quin began to reign in his anger when he beheld the prominent speed that the boy had displayed. Neither side made a move in the following minutes, the air growing tense as spaced out screams began to resound from within the palisade wall. 
 
    Hale grimaced in apparent pain and then glanced back at the remaining two boys in resignation. 
 
    “What are you looking at us for?” the tall boy said. “We only agreed to help you with that ‘brat’ from before. Anything else has nothing to do with us.” 
 
    Another minute passed as Hale hesitantly raised his axe. It seemed as if he lacked confidence to defeat Quin in his current state. 
 
    “Well, are you going to make a move or not?” the blond youth snapped. “I don’t have time to waste on your petty squabbles. Either fight like a man or step aside and let them pass.” 
 
    “Aside from the girl,” the spindly boy interjected. 
 
    “Aside from the girl, yes.” 
 
    Quin took the initiative to engage with Hale now that the unknown boys declared that they had no intention of intervening. The latter’s movements outmatched his by a certain degree, though he seemed to have recently sustained severe injuries, which became an evident hindrance as the fight dragged on. Metal screeched and sparks flew as the two great axes collided time and again with such rapidity that Jason had a difficult time following the blur of deadly, instinctual motion. The two men kept jumping around like vicious grasshoppers in a lethal game of tag, one attacking and then retreating as the other followed suit, their axes creating a clanging symphony each time their feet touched the ground. 
 
    The pounding of Jason’s heart filled his ears as he wondered who would come out on top in this battle of beasts. He’d stopped blinking at some point, his eyes going dry as he tried to take in every second of the riveting scene. 
 
    The two adversaries eventually broke apart to stare each other down with venomous gazes, both terribly injured and showing signs of near collapse. Their shoulders drooped and they struggled to maintain a hold on their weapons, as the sounds of their rampant breathing carried over the increasingly chaotic backdrop that drifted over from the village. 
 
    Both men released savage cries, trails of blood in their wake as they charged toward one another in a single instant that made Jason’s hair stand on end. 
 
    In the split second before the two were to make contact, a tiny shadow flew out from the surrounding grasses and collided with Hale’s head in an explosion of broken rock, leaving him stunned in the crucial second before Quin’s axe swept into his neck and sent his body twirling into the air. Although the weakened Quin had failed at a full decapitation, Hale died in an instant. The young hero of the Netherwolf Tribe lay mangled on the ground with his head twisted to the side, barely attached to the almost-stump of his neck by a small fold of crimson flesh. 
 
    Not to mention Jason and the siblings, even the two youths in the resplendent robes lost their disinterested looks and began to peer into the surrounding grasses with serious expressions. Just when everybody was wondering if they’d imagined the sudden interference, the swaying stalks a few dozen metres behind the two youths suddenly parted as somebody leapt high up into the air from an unknown vantage point. The new arrival drew an impressive arch before landing beside Quin, who’d fallen to his knees as the last of his strength slowly bled away. 
 
    “Good thing I got here when I did,” the boy said. He offered Quin a hand, though the man’s jaw dropped in disbelief to the point that it had a near-comical effect. 
 
    Nyla tried speaking, but trailed off after opening and closing her delicate mouth. “How…?” 
 
    “NOLAN!” Jason had no idea how to process the sudden turn of events, yet he couldn’t help but release a hysterical cry and then run over to the friend he’d thought dead for nearly a week. He pulled him into a tearful hug. 
 
    “Get off me, man,” Nolan laughed as he slipped out of Jason’s embrace. “You’re getting snot on my only robe.” 
 
    “I thought you were dead!” 
 
    “Man, I can’t tell you how many times I thought the same thing.” Nolan scratched his head. “How’d you like that throw? I chucked that rock so hard it broke into pieces!” 
 
    “It—it was awesome. Sick throw.” Jason began bawling like a child. “Nolan, you don’t know how happy I am to see you. The last thing I remembered was you saving me, and when I woke up you were gone and I was covered in blood. You saved my life, Nolan.” He hugged him again. “You’re my best friend forever!” 
 
    Nolan laughed at Jason’s embarrassing behavior as he pushed the emotional boy away. Waving at Nyla with a big smile on his face, he looked over at Quin with a chuckle and extended his hand again. “You just gonna sit there?” When no response came, he said, “That’s fine, you take a breather.”  
 
    He walked over to an incredulous Nyla and placed a small bundle at her feet. A patch of fabric was missing near the bottom of his robe, which was evidently the material he’d used to fashion the makeshift bag. He gave her a light hug and then turned to face the youths who’d been observing their little reunion with contemptuous expressions, their eyes glowing with greed the moment they noticed the long tooth that he held in his left hand. 
 
    The two boys began a mumbled conversation behind a pair of perverse smiles. 
 
    “Careful with the bag, it’s hardly keeping together and you don’t want to touch what’s sitting inside.” Nolan glanced at Hale’s corpse. “I’ll be right back. Anybody who associated with that piece of shit can’t be a good person, and I don’t like the way they keep eyeing me.” He looked over at the finely dressed youths and his eyes narrowed. “The fuck are you looking at?” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fourteen: Do or Die 
 
      
 
    Nolan stared the two boys down, his face heating up as adrenaline began to course through his veins. Since they were within the range of his spiritual sense, he was subconsciously able to perceive their cultivations. If the life signals of Quin and the others were fickle flames, the auras of the two boys in front of him shone like lightbulbs in his spiritual perception. 
 
    The lanky guy was new to the Profound Entry stage, while the blond boy was at the second level. After observing the final moments of Quin’s battle, Nolan had been able to get a rough gauge on his own strength. He wasn’t sure if he could beat either of the boys in a fight, but he didn’t really have a choice. The occasional screams coming from the village didn’t give him any illusions that these people would be nice enough to let them leave. 
 
    “To speak to us in such a manner when you’re barely at the fourth level of Body Nourishment…” The lanky boy stepped up with a vehement leer. “You might have some talent, but not so much that you won’t die from just one of my punches!” 
 
    The boy pounced at Nolan like a hungry leopard as he closed the gap between them with a single movement. He clearly hadn’t expected Nolan to be able to keep up with his sudden attack, which explained the genuine surprise that lit up his previously dim expression as his fist struck empty air. Nolan had jumped a few metres to the side and then retreated backwards almost immediately. Truth be told, he had also underestimated his opponent’s speed. 
 
    He’d already managed to hold his own against a cultivator at the first level of Profound Entry, so he’d assumed that he wouldn’t have any trouble with the weaker of these two youths.  Now that he’d experienced that last attack, he wasn’t so sure.  
 
    He was especially wary of the boy in the back. Even though his cultivation was only a single level above his companion’s, that small disparity in strength and speed could mean the difference between life and death in a battle where survival was a luxury known only the victor. 
 
    Seeing that the taller boy didn’t continue to attack him, Nolan arched an eyebrow. “You’re not going to gang up on me?” 
 
    “Humph! If anyone found out that we ganged up on a village kid at the fourth level of Body Nourishment then we wouldn’t be able to show our faces when we return to the sect.” 
 
    “You really won’t gang up on me? You guys seem like the sand-in-the-eyes, kick-in-the-nuts kind of people, so I just figured—” 
 
    His opponent resumed his attack in full force, unleashing a flurry of intimidating punches toward Nolan’s face. Luckily, his spiritual sense was extremely sensitive now that he’d left the glade, with a range of detection that extended over fifteen metres in all directions. Focusing on this distinctive perception, he was able to avoid every strike that was sent his way, though most of the time by mere millimetres. 
 
    Although he hadn’t taken a single hit, he also hadn’t counterattacked. This guy’s fast! It had been less than a minute and yet the gangly youth had already sent out dozens of punches that caused light whiplashes of wind to tickle Nolan’s face each time he narrowly avoided an oncoming fist. If he slipped up even a little bit then he’d be taking a nasty smack to the head that could possibly fracture his skull. He’d been in a lot of fights over the years, but this one was different. If he lost then he’d have a lot more to worry about than a black eye and a swollen face. 
 
    Just as Nolan was wondering how to turn the situation around, the boy’s speed suddenly increased as one of his legs shot out and kicked him square in the chest. He flew backward parallel to the ground, rapidly approaching the mass of sharpened stakes that jutted out of the gigantic palisade wall. Focusing his spiritual sense, he clawed at the dirt with his free hand the second that he touched the ground and dragged himself to a stop just a hand’s-breadth away from the closest stake’s tip. The tall boy curled his thin lips and looked down at Nolan as if he were nothing but an insect.   
 
    Okay, douchebag, if that’s how we’re going to do things. Nolan clenched his fists in anger, tightening his grip on the demonic tooth as he focused his inner essence to zone in on his chest. You think you’re so amazing because you can power up? Well you’re not the only one! 
 
    “How long do you plan on dragging this out?” The blond boy was growing impatient. “Are you not satisfied with this level of shame? Hurry up and use the Scarlet Serrated Hand already.” 
 
    “Not yet!” The tall boy’s expression grew dark. “I don’t need to rely on a martial skill to settle this matter.” He pounced forward but ate a face full of dust as Nolan rolled free of his kick and simultaneously hurled a large amount of dirt in his eyes. 
 
    That’s right bitch! 
 
    The boy wiped at his eyes in anger and then doubled his efforts to pin Nolan down, forcing him to jump around as if he were hopping from rock to rock across a wide stream.  
 
    Nolan put all of his effort into avoiding the relentless waves of strikes that seemed to intensify with each passing second as he waited for the opportune moment to retaliate. It happened just as the boy’s fist grazed Nolan’s shoulder, which jolted him enough to delay his retreat for a crucial second. His opponent’s eyes flared as he darted in so that their noses were only a few centimetres apart, before releasing a strong right hook that would surely leave Nolan in a daze should it connect. 
 
    Reigning in his concentration, he opened the floodgates of his dantian as an invisible golden light began to spread down through his legs and up to his left hand, giving him a heated feeling as if he’d just stepped into a steam room. Just when the youth thought he was about to punch him out of commission, Nolan shuffled around the strike in an agile motion and threw out his left hand. He feigned a punch and then peppered his opponent’s face with a second fistful of dirt. 
 
    The boy clearly hadn’t been expecting Nolan’s speed to increase so sharply. He cried out in discomfort and fell back as he rubbed his eyes red in an attempt to clear his vision, all the while doing his best to avoid Nolan’s retaliation.  
 
    “Use your spiritual sense, you moron!” snapped the other boy. 
 
    Nolan pumped his legs full of energy and bolted in, putting everything he had into an upward kick. It was more of an ungraceful boot, but the speed behind it and the power contained within were not to be overlooked. The boy’s face paled a few shades as he was lifted into the air and thrown back several paces, earning a face full of soil as he thudded to the ground with a hoarse cry. He squirmed on the spot like a dying animal, clutching at his groin with trembling hands as he struggled to pull in a breath of air. The lower part of his robe was soaked through down the middle, revealing the extent of the damage that Nolan’s kick had brought about between his legs. 
 
    Although it was a fight to the death, even Nolan felt a stab of sympathy and flinched as he viewed the boy’s torment. Nyla covered her mouth and looked away while Jason subconsciously put a hand over his privates, unable to suppress a shudder. The blond boy’s eye twitched. 
 
    Nolan tore his gaze away from the downed boy just as he fainted from an excess of pain. “I bet your friend really wishes that you ganged up on me.” 
 
    The remaining youth looked as if he’d swallowed a pinecone, but it only took him a few moments to regain his composure. He immediately took up a fighting stance as his eyes regained focus. His knees bent slightly and he extended his arms out in front of him, both hands rapidly changing colour until they had become a deep scarlet from wrists to fingertips. 
 
    Nolan went on high alert when he witnessed the peculiar phenomenon. He could sense a large amount of condensed energy swimming beneath the boy’s skin. This should be a martial skill! 
 
    He dove to the left after the boy made a towering jump and descended upon him with a skillful chop. His hand hadn’t even touched the ground and yet the grass beneath his reach swayed from the residual wind, each strike sending a threatening hum through the air. If he tried to block one of those attacks with an arm then there was no doubt he would risk losing the limb. He tumbled for a moment before jumping back and narrowly avoiding another strike that came crashing down where his head had been seconds before. I can’t drag this out, he thought with horror, though he regained his composure with surprising ease. He pumped his body full of energy, quickly depleting the stores that he’d saved up during his long months of training.  
 
    Nolan eventually took a kick to the gut that left him feeling as if he’d been shot with a cannon ball at point-blank range, for he’d been too intent on manipulating his inner essence in order to keep up with the fast-paced exchanges that the blond boy was doling out. He vomited half-digested fox meat and a large amount of blood as the force behind the kick sent him tumbling through the gates of the village and down the opening road for at least five metres.  
 
    Just like that, he’d fallen into a perilous situation. His body felt cold and he couldn’t move a muscle, as if he had dozed off in the midst of a frigid snowstorm. Blood leaked out of the corners of his mouth and dribbled down his chin while he twitched on the spot, his ears ringing as stars swam in his vision. Doing his best to ignore the pain, he nearly emptied his dantian’s reserves as he focused every bit of internal energy he could muster to swirl within his stomach in an effort to mitigate the pain. Soon an itchy warmth began to agitate his winded gut, his inner essence working to contain the light amounts of internal bleeding that he’d tracked with his spiritual sense. 
 
    The boy ignored Nolan’s friends and followed him into town with slow steps, the mockery contained within his deep blue eyes swelling by the second. He had a well-balanced frame and a prominent brow, but he didn’t look particularly threatening. The fact that he’d just kicked Nolan flying through the air was extremely difficult to accept, yet he found slight comfort in the fact that he was capable of surviving such a ruthless strike. 
 
    “I’ll admit that you’ve got quite a high level of talent.” An arrogant voice sounded throughout the village. “You’d do quite well for yourself back at the sect. You might even be capable of reaching the Integration stage by the age of fifty and becoming an elder.” 
 
    The frequent screams had become more distant, most of them drifting over from the far end of the village where the orchards were located. Nearly all of the villagers had fled.  
 
    Nolan didn’t have time to pay much attention to his surroundings. He dedicated every ounce of his being to suffusing his body with the last reserves of energy within his dantian, altering the focus of the vigorous light to spread into his legs and right hand. His inner essence had somehow managed to stem the internal bleeding, but he was still severely wounded. If he allowed another hit then he’d probably die, if not now then within the following days. 
 
    He remained unmoving on the ground with an expression of agony on his face, anticipating his final gambit with a heavy heart. If he failed this time around, then that’d be all she wrote.  
 
    The boy slowed to a stop just a metre away from where Nolan had begun to whimper on the ground in an exaggerated manner. “Unfortunately for you, I’m going to bury your potential in the ruins of this village along with your desiccated corpse!” 
 
    While cultivators could detect the life signals of others, they couldn’t track the flow of energy within another person’s body, at least not until a certain level. Nolan’s whimpers were genuine, but even so he kept on condensing inner essence around his hand and legs until the energy shone in his mind’s eye more brilliantly than ever. With his dantian wrung dry, his spiritual sense had withdrawn to a radius of one metre.  
 
    The air above the blond boy’s hands began to bend and refract as if his flesh were on fire. “I wonder what benefits I’ll see after refining you.” He pierced his hand toward Nolan’s heart, a sick smile warping his somewhat handsome face. 
 
    Nolan did a backwards summersault the instant that the boy made his move and managed to avoid the strike in the nick of time. He kicked off the ground as soon as he found his footing and stabbed his weapon straight for the spot between the youth’s deep blue eyes, pitting all of his hopes on the incredibly sturdy tooth in his hand. His opponent reacted to his sneak attack as if he’d anticipated it, jerking his head to the side as the tooth’s fine tip left a harmless cut on his left cheek.  
 
    The boy rammed Nolan in the shoulder with a heavy red fist and sent him rolling away into the wall of a nearby cabin. Nolan’s vision swam from the pain, but he was able to make out the blond youth’s face from over ten metres away as it completely drained of colour, the smug look quickly being replaced with child-like panic. 
 
    Fucking guy, that’s what you get. 
 
    Nolan hadn’t dropped his demonic fox tooth even after all of the devastating hits he’d taken and all of the pain he’d been forced to endure. If his opponent were to look back on it, he’d find that Nolan hadn’t used his weapon a single time throughout their fight up until just a moment ago. The same held true for when he fought with his gangly friend. It might have appeared as if he’d been pressured to the point where he couldn’t find a chance to attack, but the reality was that he had been holding out on using his weapon for the sake of this last exchange. 
 
    Back when he’d been ambushed on that barren hill, he’d wondered why everything within a radius of thirty-five metres from those strange flowers had been completely devoid of life. He’d endlessly probed the so-called “heartrending lilies” with his spiritual sense and had come to the conclusion that the reason nothing had been able to grow on that hill had been due to the dreadful aura that’d been seeping into the soil from the lonely patch of flowers. That was when the man wearing the wolf pelt had attempted to kill him in order to obtain the lilies for himself, which had confirmed his suspicions regarding the properties of the plants. 
 
    It didn’t take a genius to judge that the lilies were extremely poisonous, far more potent than any plant on earth from what he could tell. He’d taken painstaking efforts not to touch them when he’d first plucked them from their destitute beds, and only after he tore a couple small sheets of fabric from his robe and used them as a medium to grasp the crimson stalks. He’d then slowly kneaded the nine lilies into a dense ball of plant matter and then cautiously wrapped it up, tying the ends of the cloth with a third, thinner strip of fabric. Just in case he encountered a difficult situation when he arrived at Redfox village, he’d carefully dipped the demonic fox tooth into the contents of his makeshift bag and thoroughly wet the tip of his weapon with toxic liquid. 
 
    The blond boy’s punch had definitely fractured Nolan’s shoulder, perhaps inflicted even more damage than he was able to discern in his current level of delirium. Along with the internal injuries he’d sustained during the fight, he was abruptly overwhelmed into a blackout. The last thing that he heard before losing consciousness was a terrible fit of ear-piercing shrieks that seemed to trail off into nothingness as his eyes drooped shut and blackness ensued. 
 
    He came to a short while later to find the blond boy curled up a couple of metres away from the cabin that he had passed out against. The poison had taken effect within seconds of entering his bloodstream, which was remarkable when Nolan thought about it. His body was far more resilient than a normal person’s, so the fact that the poison had killed him so quickly was a testament to its lethality. It seemed that he’d tried to crawl over in his last moments but had died just as he was about to reach Nolan. 
 
    Even though the boy had tried to kill him, he still felt conflicted about taking his life. He’d obviously never killed somebody before. He would never have imagined that the experience would be so bittersweet. 
 
    “Nolan!”  
 
    Nyla and Jason were sprinting over, and he could see Quin leaning against his axe at the entrance to the village. His head was swimming and he felt as if he might pass out at any moment, but he still managed to remind them to check the bodies of the well-dressed youths for any valuables before the encroaching blackness stole away his vision. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Fifteen: Premonition 
 
      
 
    The brown-haired woman stopped squirming as soon as her abhorrent shrieks died in her throat.  
 
    I would have skipped past her if I’d known she’d turn out to be such a headache. 
 
    Brud tossed the shrivelled body aside, smirking as he stared down at his right hand, the skin of which had been dyed a deep scarlet and was causing the surrounding space to heat up by a slight degree, the result of a combination between a martial skill and his core cultivation method. The lady could have at least died with a shred of dignity like the bulky fellow that’d stayed behind to give her a chance at escaping. Even her daughter hadn’t made such a fuss when it’d been her turn for refinement. 
 
    Stepping over the lifeless woman, he burned the last of her blood from his hand and absorbed its inner energies into his dantian. No matter how many times he’d indulged himself over the years, the euphoria of absorbing the life force within a person’s blood would never lose its allure. Each body that he refined brought about the same positive stimulation as the low-grade medicinal pellets that they distributed on a monthly basis within the sect. Cultivating like this was so much easier than relying on the Origin Energy in his surroundings and the occasional medicines gifted by his superiors. 
 
    Being born into the Bloodhand Sect was the greatest fortune of Brud’s life, to the extent that he’d never had even the remotest inclination to attempt a desertion like so many of his brother and sister disciples. 
 
    After surviving through his fledgling years and making it into the outer court, he’d been granted permission to study the core cultivation method that was unique to the sect. The Blood-burning Heart Technique was viewed as a villainous taboo in the eyes of the world, for it enabled one to refine the life energy contained within people’s blood without seeing any negative effects for its consumption. More than that, anyone with a basic understanding of internal energies could cultivate the technique, even children at the first level of Body Nourishment. Because of this, it was a common anticipation of the sect that the other martial organizations would attack them in the coming years, to prevent the spread of such perverse and frightening methods. 
 
    After falling in with Zaern, Brud had been able to learn quite a number of interesting things. For instance, the true membership count of their sect. Thanks to being in the wrong place at the right time, he and his acquaintance of circumstance had overheard a conversation between the latter’s family members, a prominent clan within the organization. Evidently the other sects had drastically underestimated their growth. 
 
    There should only be two more kids up ahead. He’d pursued a group of fleeing villagers far out into the endless swaths of tallgrass, entertaining himself in a game of cat and mouse with his precious cultivation resources while they anxiously fled for their lives. 
 
    Fresh waves of outer court disciples were permitted to leave their home territories every five years in order to seek out their own resources within the nearby kingdoms. This time around they had been sent off on their journeys a full year ahead of schedule, something that hadn’t happened before in the two hundred years since the sect’s founding. 
 
    Brud slowed and deactivated his technique, fighting off a confused frown as he did so. He didn’t pay any mind to killing lesser peoples such as these, at least not usually. He couldn’t help but laugh. “A hundred lessers later and I start to go soft?” He thought about his allies that had remained back at the entrance to the village. Surely they would mock him for having doubts as to their training methods during his first cultivation pilgrimage, since the lesser peoples were dangerous savages that persecuted their sect members at any given chance. 
 
    Even if he had been severely injured, that dog should have long since killed those mongrels. Zaern was most likely reaching the limit of his patience as he awaited Brud’s return, the damn brat, and there was no doubt that Malakai would have been indulging himself in the raven-haired girl for some time now. 
 
    Two measly children wouldn’t do him much good, so it’d be better to head back to the others lest they set off for the next village without him. Yes, there was no sense in chasing after such paltry cultivation resources. 
 
    Now that he’d harvested the life energy from several dozen people not only had his cultivation base finally stabilized, he’d also been able to achieve a minor breakthrough. With so much stolen inner essence to work with he’d gone directly from the initial phase of Profound Entry’s first level to its middle phase in just a single day. At this speed he’d reach the peak phase with just one more training session and the second level of Profound Entry after visiting a few more villages. To think that in the plains to the north of their territory he could actually manage to achieve an entire year’s worth of training in a matter of hours. 
 
    He eventually took off in the direction of the village that he’d just terrorized, making for the spot where he’d left his fellow disciples. There were no villagers in sight by the time he arrived, so he hurried to the same entrance where he’d first entered the settlement, not minding the mummified corpses that he passed on occasion. 
 
    Closing in on the final stretch of road, he skidded to a stop and abruptly turned his head. Zaern was face down on the ground two metres away from a small home, the lavish sheen of his scarlet robes and that prominent head of blond hair immediately catching Brud’s eye. With a face full of disbelief, he inspected the dead boy with his spiritual sense, turning him over to take a look at the miserable expression that he had been wearing when he’d left this world. 
 
    Rivulets of blood leaked from every facial orifice, his skin white as a spectre and traced through with many prominent branches of deathly black veins. Poisoned? 
 
    He scanned the area for Malakai and found the taller disciple lying unconscious in the same spot where he’d detached from the others, not too far from the dog’s headless corpse. Not only had Malakai been defeated, but Zaern as well? Someone else must have come to the aid of that girl and her friends. Who could possibly contend with his fellow disciples in these backwater boonies? 
 
    Brud pondered the possibilities as he stared down at Malakai with a look of repulsion. The boy’s groin had been smashed into paste, his robes soaked through with blood and other questionable fluids which pooled around his lower half in a lamentable puddle of perturbing gore. It was a most ironic end for someone who spent nearly every moment of his life catering to an unbidden lust and chasing after any girl that entered his line of sight. 
 
    Serves you right, you swine. 
 
    Malakai began to whimper, a prelude to a terrible awakening. Just looking at his pitiable state made Brud cringe, so he quickly decided that he’d grant him the mercy of a quick end, for even if he were to survive he’d be doomed to a life worse than death. Brud felt that his comrade would be of the same mind, so he quickly revolved his inner essence throughout his body and activated his core cultivation method. He plunged a flushed hand directly into the other boy’s heart and focused his mind on attracting Malakai’s blood to his fingertips, and the inner essence within the blood gradually began to seep into the pores of his hand. He then directed the remaining life energy into his dantian. With his robust cultivation level, refining Malakai would be much more beneficial than some brittle villager from the backwoods. 
 
    Brud dipped a hand into the tall boy’s robes and felt around for his spatial bag, growing frantic when he discovered that it was missing. He jumped to his feet and darted into the village, arriving at Zaern’s body within moments. Reaching into his robes, he was angered to find that Zaern’s belongings were also missing. He’d long since coveted the blond boy’s wealth, seeing as he was the youngest and most useless grandson of a powerful elder of the sect.  
 
    He hadn’t known whether Malakai was elsewhere in the village so he hadn’t dared to loot Zaern’s corpse while there existed the possibility that one of his peers might witness his misdeed, but it turned out that whoever had taken their lives had also taken their possessions. Malakai would have had whatever he’d managed to save up from the resources that the sect provided each month, but Zaern would have surely been hoarding at least a few life-saving treasures that he’d evidently been too thoughtless to use. 
 
    Brud gathered his comrades’ fallen bodies and brought them to the area where the village’s residents seemed to cook communal meals. He quickly found a pile of lumber and tossed many burning logs from the surroundings fires onto the heap. Once he was satisfied by the scope of the flames he tossed the two corpses into the blaze and then swiftly left the scene.  
 
    Although Zaern’s talent wasn’t anything special, he was still the grandson of an elder from the sect so the matter of his death would have to be reported immediately. Since it was known that Brud had been in his company when he’d left the sect, it was inevitable that he’d have to give a detailed account of the events that’d transpired. He planned to say that Zaern and Malakai went off to another village to cultivate while he stayed back at a nearby tribe to stabilize his cultivation base. After waiting around for two days, he eventually followed after them and found their charred corpses bathing in a bonfire at the centre of the village.  
 
    Refining fellow members of the sect was the highest offence that one could commit, so he could only burn Malakai’s body to remove any signs that his inner energies had been harvested before his death. It wouldn’t make much sense for their enemy to have burned Malakai but not Zaern, so he’d tossed the other boy into the fire just to be safe. 
 
    Thinking back, he recalled the “brat” that the dog had mentioned and his mind began to race. He should have been in possession of a patch of heartrending lilies, which were rumoured to be devastatingly poisonous plants. He’d never seen the flowers before so he had no idea what kind of havoc they might wreak on one’s body, but he couldn’t help but feel that there was a connection between Zaern’s death and the previously described poison. Even if the “brat” had somehow managed to ambush that Netherwolf dog, there was no way that he would have been able to take down both of Brud’s fellow disciples with such an insignificant cultivation. 
 
    He could only hope that the sect would dedicate their focus to finding the boy with the demonic fox tooth, equipped with the information that he was at the fourth level of Body Nourishment and was supposedly capable of contending against people who were a level or two above him in cultivation. The chances that the sect would make any headway following such a lead were exceedingly low, so it was likely that the incident would soon be forgotten and that Brud would never hear of it again. 
 
      
 
    Nolan had been fading in and out of consciousness for at least two days. Every time he woke up, he would quickly faint from the burning of his gut and the piercing pain in his shoulder. The only thing he was aware of during his occasional spurts of consciousness was that he was being supported by Jason and Nyla who’d each slung one of his arms over their shoulders as they dragged him along with urgent steps. Now and then he’d see Quin stumbling ahead of them as he led the way through the fields and over to the distant treeline.  
 
    It took three days before Nolan returned to a fully conscious state. The pain was even more apparent and agonizingly distracting than when he’d passed out at the village, as he now had to bear with it during each waking moment.  
 
    The amount of energy that the body could naturally attract from one’s surroundings was nowhere near enough to aid in Nolan’s recuperation, so he could only suffer in silence as he tried his best not to be too much of a burden to the others. Quin was also covered in injuries and he’d nearly fallen down several dozens of times throughout the walk. If he could force himself to lead the way with his body in such terrible condition, then Nolan would also grit his teeth through the pain. 
 
     They finally stopped walking on the fourth day. It was unknown whether the third boy from the earlier trio had followed after them to avenge his friends, so they could only push themselves to the brink and head deeper into the forest. None of them had eaten since they’d left the village, but they found a big stream late into the second night and drank as much water as their bodies would allow. Although Nolan had absorbed enough energy from the surroundings to lessen his sufferings by the slightest degree, he still viewed every second as living hell. He had vomited big globs of black, congealed blood twice during the walk, at least that he remembered. 
 
    Soon they arrived at a second stream and decided to set up camp in a small clearing that wasn’t too far from its trickling waters. Quin sat down and leaned his back against a giant tree trunk, and immediately lost consciousness as his axe fell to the soil with a light thump. Nolan had never been fond of the guy, but his tenacity alone was worthy of respect.  
 
    Nyla rushed over to her brother and tore at the flowing robe that the villagers had used in an attempt to mask her feminine frame. She flipped the dull cloth inside out and began to wipe away at the blood that covered Quin’s body. While she tended to her brother, Jason set Nolan down as gently as he could. “Is that comfortable?” 
 
    “Nope,” Nolan grunted. “But it’s as good as it’s gonna get.” 
 
    “What was all that, man? What happened to you back in the forest?” 
 
    Nyla glanced over despite her task at hand. “How did you get so strong in less than a week? If I hadn’t seen it for myself then I would never believe it possible.” 
 
    Did she say a week? Nolan pushed that thought to the back of his mind. He tried not to agitate his injuries as he carefully turned his head so that he could face the others. After thinking it over for a moment, he related what he’d experienced after Jason had lost consciousness back when Bron had attempted to murder them. He described the encounter with the mantis and the battle between the demonic beasts, and nodded at his discarded fox tooth as he explained its origin. He said that he’d tried to escape but was followed by the deadly creatures, which eventually killed each other in a clash during the pursuit. It didn’t make much sense, but it was a whole lot more believable than what had actually happened.  
 
    He didn’t mention anything about the ancient ring that had tunnelled into his chest cavity, or the glade that he’d been stranded in for over half a year. There was too much he didn’t understand about what he’d experienced.  The most he could admit to was the existence of the mysterious slab of black stone, which he claimed to have discovered hidden within an abnormally large thicket that he’d come across as he was fleeing through the forest. As soon as he’d touched it his mind had been filled with vast amounts of information, most of which remaining dormant in his subconscious. 
 
    “I fainted when I touched the slab of stone,” he continued. “When I woke up, I was at the fourth level of Body Nourishment, and I had a full understanding of what that meant. I was even fluent in the local language. After that I headed straight for the village, so I really haven’t had much time to think about what happened to me.” 
 
    Neither of his friends spoke for a while, each considering his words with contrasting expressions. Jason eventually broke the silence when he leaned in close and mumbled in his native tongue, “Can you explain that again, but in English? I hardly caught any of it.” 
 
    After Nolan obliged him, Jason’s mouth dropped open as if he had been wronged. “Are you serious? You touched a random rock and suddenly you’re the hero of the village, meanwhile I still have to be careful not to get mauled by ants and beat up by children? Why don’t I get a miracle rock? How is that fair?” Although Jason was only joking around, there was still a tone of self-depreciation in his voice. 
 
    Nolan coughed up a dark glob of stale blood. “You trying to switch places with me?” 
 
    “Jason, can you help me with these?” 
 
    They put their conversation on hold so that Jason could run over to the stream to rinse out the bloodied strips of cloth that Nyla had torn from the bottom of her robe. With his help she was able to wipe most of the blood away from Quin’s body aside from whatever had soaked into the matted furs of his pelts. She cut the long sleeves of her robes into several strips and bandaged up most of her brother’s wounds in a neat fashion, the majority of which began to stain through their respective wrappings within minutes. Once they’d seen to his injuries, Nyla took great care in cleaning the tip of Nolan’s demonic tooth and then gently placed it at his side. 
 
    “I will return shortly.” She hefted Quin’s fallen axe with no small amount of effort and then walked off into the surrounding forest with a resolute expression. She returned an hour later with a dead rabbit that must have weighed at least a hundred pounds, its head missing. Nolan wouldn’t have guessed it in the past, but Nyla was at the third level of Body Nourishment, as most of the warriors from Redfox Village had been. Even though someone at Quin’s level wouldn’t need to expend much effort in order to kill her, she still wouldn’t have trouble catching a big rabbit or even one of those ferocious foxes so long as she had a weapon. Furthermore, she was about half the age of the people that he was comparing her to, so there was still plenty of room for growth in her future. 
 
    Jason gathered whatever brittle underbrush he could get his hands on and built up a sizeable pile at the centre of the small clearing, which was only ten metres across at its widest point. Nyla found a smooth rock and lugged Quin’s axe over to the bundle of dry leaves that Jason had gathered for kindling and struck up a series of sparks by ramming the rock against the flat of the axe’s blade with practiced precision. Once she’d got the fire going, she expertly skinned the rabbit using a small knife that Quin had kept hidden within his furs. 
 
    Nolan focused on trying to ignore the nagging pains that racked his body until Nyla knelt down to feed him meat from one of the roasted rabbit legs. He found it kind of primitive how she would eat from the same leg whenever he finished taking a bite, but they’d gone long enough without food for him to overlook it. She half-rolled her eyes as she spied his opinion in his gaze and said something about adapting to circumstance, but he missed it while fading in and out of consciousness for most of the meal. 
 
    It was hard for him to ignore the damage he’d taken from that kick to the gut, as each mouthful of meat that he gorged on would sear into his stomach as if he were gulping down red-hot coals. After three days of agitating travel he was so hungry that he’d rather deal with the pain than hold off on eating, for the last thing he needed was more stress on his stomach. 
 
    Jason watched him struggle through his dinner with a complicated frown. 
 
    Nyla eventually managed to rouse her brother and patiently helped him nibble his way through a short meal, the big guy drifting off seconds after swallowing his final bite. Once he’d collapsed back against the tree, she came over to Nolan and Jason and placed a few things on the ground as she took a seat by their sides. Nolan accepted the pain that came with shifting his body to get a better look at the items. There were two small bags made from lustrous, rosy fabric, each tied off at the top with a fine golden string. Next to the bags sat a sparkling jewel that emitted a dim orange glow from its centre. 
 
    “That’s all they had?” Nolan frowned. He’d thought they would at least have some gold coins or something, not just a couple of deflated bags. “What’s the worth of that jewel?” 
 
    Nyla gave it some thought. “Father had several demonic beast cores similar to this one, but he exchanged them with a friend for a bundle of precious herbs.” She pursed her lips. “I’m not sure how much gold someone might exchange for it, but judging by how difficult it is to obtain I guarantee that there will be people interested in making a trade.” 
 
    Nolan nodded weakly and made a note to ask her about demonic beast cores once he felt a bit better. “What about those bags? Is there anything inside?” 
 
    Nyla untied the string that bound one of the tiny sacks and turned it upside-down without much enthusiasm. None of them were prepared for dozens of items to come pouring out of its rosy confines and form a small pile that was at least twice the size of what the bag should have been able to hold. 
 
    “S-spatial bag?” Nyla’s dark eyes widened with incredulity. 
 
    Jason poked a glowing white stone and muttered in English. “All this stuff was in that bag?” 
 
    “These are spatial bags! They can hold a lot more contents than a regular bag of the same size. Just these bags alone are twice—no, three times more valuable than that demonic core. Only the most important members of my clan had one. As for the things inside…” 
 
    The pile was made up of a handful of gumball-looking spheres, a vial of what appeared to be the crumbled body of an exotic purple leaf, and eleven clear stones with white light swirling beneath their glassy surfaces. According to Nyla, the first series of items were a variety of unknown medicinal pellets, which were basically pills that had been created from rare ingredients such as aged herbs, energized minerals, demonic beast blood and demonic cores. Depending on the concoction recipe, a medicinal pellet might have restorative attributes, or they might increase the speed and efficiency that a martial artist nurtured their cultivation. Unfortunately, Nyla had no idea what the effects of these pills might be. 
 
    “Here, chew on these and then swish them around in your mouth.” Nyla removed the cork from the vial with her teeth and tilted the opening toward Nolan’s lips. 
 
    “Wait, are you sure that’s okay to eat?” Nolan turned his head, avoiding the vial. Thinking back to the blond-haired boy’s fate, he wasn’t too eager to gobble down any random plant. 
 
    “This is a purple bloodleaf. It helps to replenish one’s blood.” Seeing that Nolan was still wary of the plant, she ran over to her brother and emptied half of the vial’s contents into his mouth, and then massaged his throat to help him swallow it down. She returned to Nolan’s side and offered him the remainder of the plant. “It’s not as rare as you might think. Most of the warriors back in Redfox Village would have had a leaf or two at home.” 
 
    Seeing that Nyla was confident enough in her judgement to force-feed the purple bloodleaf to her brother, Nolan poured the rest of the leaf into his mouth and followed her directions before swallowing it down. 
 
    “What are these?” Jason held up one of the palm-sized stones that were as bright as lightbulbs. 
 
    Nyla had seemed a bit offended that Nolan had questioned her about the purple bloodleaf, but her eyes immediately lit up as she stared down at the small pile of luminescent stones. “These are spirit stones. They’re filled with condensed Origin Energy that’s extremely pure, which makes it very easy to absorb. Years ago, our Black Raven City had been one of the grandest communities in the entire plains region yet we only had a little over a three hundred spirit stones in the city’s treasury.” 
 
    Nolan winced as he grabbed two of the stones and held one in each hand.  He extended his feeble spiritual sense to encompass both of them, and immediately rejoiced. He could feel an extremely compact Origin Energy encased within them. Disregarding the others, he immediately focused his mind and began to coax the dense pool of energy into his body at a rapid pace. The moment the energy assimilated into his dantian, he pumped it out and focused the newly generated inner essence to crowd around his injuries and stimulate their recovery. 
 
    “—Nolan?” 
 
    “What?” Snapping out of a trance, he withdrew his spiritual sense and looked over at Jason. 
 
    “I asked what you think we should do now.” 
 
    “Why’re you asking me?” He glanced at Nyla. “What do you think?” 
 
    She knotted a finger through her wild strands of dark hair, frowning in thought. “I used to read through the maps in Father’s study when I was a child. We didn’t have many, and the ones that we owned were scarcely detailed, but there was one that I remember a bit clearer than the others. 
 
    “Beyond the northern forests lies a great kingdom that is many times larger than the area of the plains region. Father used to test me on the names of its cities and towns, as well as the nearby lakes and mountains. It became a sort of game between the two of us. He used to say that he would take me there one day so that we could tour its cities and countryside together with my brothers and sisters. Quin always dreamt about going off to one of the larger cities to witness the martial tournaments that many are known for hosting. He used to get so excited whenever it was brought up.” 
 
    Seeing Nyla grow downcast, Nolan hesitated. “So you think we should head for this kingdom?” 
 
    She nodded. “It’s the only place outside of the plains region that I’m even remotely familiar with, and it’s the closest. We don’t know if that other boy is out there searching for us, and we also don’t know if the three of them were travelling with anyone else. I can only think to head north.” 
 
    They talked it over for a while and agreed that they would recuperate in the clearing for a day and then find a better place to rest while Nolan and Quin recovered from their injuries, after which they’d head northward and out into the wider world. 
 
    “You okay, man?” Nolan caught Jason frowning at the ground, clenching his fists in evident frustration a short while after Nyla had gone to sit at her brother’s side.  
 
    “I don’t know. It’s just…” His lower lip began to tremble. “I’m scared. I know I’m not the one all fucked up right now, but things will be a lot easier for you once you get better. As it is now, I’ll just get in everybody’s way. I’m just a nuisance, and I’m probably going to be the first to die off. I’ll probably get killed by a ladybug or—” 
 
    “Hey,” Nolan sat up and put a hand on Jason’s shoulder. “When have I ever been stingy with you? As soon as I get better, I’ll teach you something cool.” 
 
    “Teach me? What’re you going to teach me?” 
 
    Nolan was still clutching one of the spirit stones in his other hand, meticulously manipulating his spiritual sense to drag the abundant energy out from beneath its glassy surface before sucking it through his pores and into his body. Maintaining a certain degree of focus, he directed the flow of energy toward his dantian and converted it into vibrant inner essence, which he eagerly urged toward his injuries as the pain gradually began to recede. “You’ll see.” 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Sixteen: Looming Threat 
 
      
 
    Standing atop the tallest tree at the base of a great mountain, a refined young man with a vacant expression gazed down upon the rolling plains that filled the distant horizon. Strong winds skimmed the forest’s roof yet did nothing to hinder his balance, setting his detailed robes aflutter as rich patterns of bold scarlet and abyssal black shivered in the breeze along with the rocking treetops. The man’s name was Brecht and he was currently reminiscing over the days of his youth. It’d been five years since he’d returned to the sect after adventuring out into the world with a couple of brother disciples, five years since he’d wandered the kingdoms of the southern steppes in search of glory and good fortune. 
 
    He had gained plenty of bountiful harvests during those brutal and harrowing days, and had lost most of his closest martial siblings. Of the thousands of disciples that were sent out on quests of cultivation every five years or so within the sect, only about ten percent returned home to boast about their chronicled achievements. It was very dangerous for someone of their ilk to venture into the surrounding lands, for the lesser peoples treated them as a blight and would kill them at any given opportunity. 
 
    So much time has already passed. 
 
    After losing himself for a moment in the lurching landscape, Brecht couldn’t help but remember what business had brought him out of the sect and over to the desolate plains region. His blue eyes narrowed as a taut frown pulled at his lips.  
 
    Without the slightest trace of worry, he stepped out into the open air and plummeted down through the leafy network of massive branches. Golden hair trailed behind him as gnarled bark grazed his flapping robes, until his feet touched down upon a heavy wooden limb for the briefest of moments before he kicked off and once again entered into a momentary freefall. He hopped down from branch to branch with the careless grace of a lithe feline, and finished his descent with a twenty pace drop that left him standing amidst a large group of idling people who seemed not at all disturbed at the sight of him suddenly dropping into their company. 
 
    Of the twenty-seven that stood at the base of the tree, twenty of them wore the nondescript robes of an outer court disciple; simple scarlet trimmed with thick strips of black satin, a bloody handprint embroidered onto the front. The remaining seven were dressed in the same fashion as Brecht, garbed in detailed robes with emboldened shades of the same colour scheme but crafted from superior materials. Most of those present were in their early twenties, the oldest being in the mid-thirties. 
 
    “How’s it look?” A stocky middle-aged man came to stand at Brecht’s right side. The sleeves of his robes had been removed, drawing attention to the red snakes that’d been inked onto his forearms. “You see any villages? I’ve never been to the Southern Plains but I heard there are good cultivating resources around these parts. The Kane brothers are always bragging about how they were able to reach two breakthroughs in just a week when they came through here a couple years back.” 
 
    “The closest village is quite far,” Brecht said. “It’ll take us a few hours to reach it.” 
 
    “What are we waiting for then?” A spindly man with a dark head of straight, shoulder-length hair had come to stand on Brecht’s left. “It’s been years since we’ve had such a chance to train. I fully intend to break through to the sixth level, so I suggest we take our time in carrying out Lord Elder’s mission.” 
 
    A greedy smile momentarily touched upon Brecht’s lips. “Listen up! The Southern Plains lie before us, and it is here that we shall pursue our first lead. The plains region is vast and is said to contain thousands of tribes, and it’s fairly common to encounter demonic beasts within the endless forests of tallgrass. It’s easy to lose your way in these fields, but luckily we have a benevolent junior brother who has kindly volunteered to act as our guide on this journey.” 
 
    The group of disciples followed Brecht’s gaze to where a short youth stood at the edge of the crowd. He appeared rather uncomfortable, a hint of annoyance and frustration in his otherwise calm expression as he pursed his lips under the scrutinizing eyes of the other disciples. 
 
    “By all means,” Brecht squinted, “lead the way, junior brother Brud.” 
 
    The short boy bowed his head and then launched himself out of the forest, plunging into the wall of waving grass stalks. He was followed by the outer court disciples, while those from the inner court brought up the rear. 
 
    Brecht allowed his spiritual sense to flow into his surroundings, keeping tabs on the other disciples as well as anything within a hundred paces in all directions. 
 
    The group darted through the grasslands like a pack of wolves chasing a speedy animal, and eventually came out onto an immense expanse of land that had been flattened out in the midst of the reaching grasses. Erected within his vast space was a sprawling city that filled the breadth of their forward view, the perimeter encased with a wall of stone that was the height of five men. 
 
    Although they were still quite far from the spilling infrastructure, Brecht’s exemplary vision allowed him to make out the rooftops of many stone buildings and wooden cabins that just barely poked up above the rising walls. The tallest building lay at the heart of the city, its stony bulk stabbing out of the woodwork and drawing his attention like the sun in the sky. 
 
    Everyone was quiet as they awaited Brecht’s orders. “Well?” he snapped, turning to the youngest of the group. “Is this it?” 
 
    The short boy, Brud, hurriedly nodded. “This was the first place we visited after arriving at the plains region.” 
 
    Brecht looked to the disciples around him. “I’ll be having some words with their chief. Unless I say otherwise, under no circumstances are you to cause trouble in the city. For now, just keep quiet and follow my lead.” With that, he leapt to the fore of the group and quickly began to close in on the nearest gate to the city.  
 
    Their group caught the attention of the many men that patrolled the walls and they were quickly intercepted by a troop of warriors with similar numbers to their own. The tribesmen all wore netherwolf pelts, the intimidating air they’d been giving off upon their approach snuffed out like a dying ember the second that they could make out the dignified dress of Brecht and his men. 
 
    “If you will, junior brother,” Brecht prompted. 
 
    Brud’s beady eyes shifted nervously, but he quickly composed himself and stood out to address the warriors. “Do you remember me, dogs? I came here a while back with two brother disciples and we made a very generous trade with your chief. Today we come with the intention of speaking to Chief Netherwolf. Bring us to him, immediately!” 
 
    The warriors exchanged anxious glances before hurriedly complying with Brud’s demands and escorting their group into the city. Dozens more warriors linked up with their escorts along the way, but this did nothing to alarm Brecht and his band of disciples. 
 
    They quickly arrived at the entrance to the small tower at the city’s centre. The ten warriors that stood guard at the heavy wooden doors grew alarmed and confused at the disciples’ sudden arrival. A grizzled man with a shock of grey hair poking out from beneath the head of his wolf pelt hurriedly ran over to exchange words with one of their chaperones. After a rushed exchange of urgent whispers, the grey-haired man balked and then hurriedly retreated into the tower while the man who’d led their entourage came out to face Brecht with an apologetic expression. 
 
    “My comrade has just gone to inform the chief of your arrival. I apologize for the wait, but it’ll only take a moment for—” 
 
    “No need.” Brecht pushed past the man and strutted over to the doors of the tower. “Serp, Gaunt, you two come along. The rest of you stay here and await my return.” He glanced back just as he was stepping over the threshold of the entranceway. “Junior brother Brud, why don’t you accompany us?”  
 
    Something about the shifty-eyed junior irked him. He’d already decided not to let him leave his sights at any point throughout their journey, and was inexplicably tempted to find a convenient excuse to make the lad disappear in the coming months. He’d detected a few glares coming from those ratty eyes in recent days, the boy’s momentary bouts of nervousness slowly building upon the suspicions that Brecht had harboured at the onset of the mission. The Lord Elder had warned him to be vigilant of their guide when he’d disclosed the delicacies of their assignment, and it seemed that such advice was well warranted.  
 
    Let’s see what sort of show you’ll put on for me, junior brother. I look forward to watching your act crumble in my hands. 
 
    The tower was composed of eight identical rooms, one on each floor. Brecht found Chief Netherwolf in the uppermost room, which was completely covered in thick rugs of soft, red fur and a variety of feathered pillows, the lower half of the walls panelled with broad mirrors that traded endless reflections with those opposite them. The chief was scrambling to cover his aged nakedness with a loose robe as half a dozen concubines quickly made themselves decent on the other end of the room. The women, many of them around Brud’s age, huddled away in a corner as the grey-haired warrior stood apprehensively at the chief’s right side. 
 
    “If it isn’t the young master from the Bloodhand Sect!” Chief Netherwolf forced a smile as he laid eyes on Brecht and the others. He seemed to remember Brud quite clearly. “To what reason do I have the honour of being visited by the esteemed young masters?” 
 
    Brud smirked, taking no effort to hide his disgust at the old man’s servile conduct. “We’ve come here today because my senior brother would like to discuss something with you.”  
 
    Although the old man was a nearly a head taller than him, Brecht stared down his nose as he began addressing the reason behind their visit. “My junior brother tells me that you have a son with great talent for martial cultivation.” 
 
    Chief Netherwolf looked taken aback. “That would be Hale. Though his talent is nothing worthy of mention, it’s quite good compared to others in the city. Unfortunately, my son is out on a conquest of the northern tribes, so I’m unable to introduce you.” The old chief was clearly wondering why disciples from a renowned martial sect would seek him out to talk about his successor. 
 
    “A while back my junior brother here and our fellow disciples ran into your son in the Northern Plains region. At the time, your son had already been badly wounded after attempting to steal away some treasures from a wandering cultivator. He’d plead to our disciples to aid him in a bid for revenge, and led them to confront this cultivator at a smaller village on the northernmost fringes of the region.” 
 
    “Hale was injured?” The old man was perspiring a great deal, and his expression had grown solemn in light of the unsuspecting news. 
 
    “Not just injured.” Brecht’s tone had a harsh bite. “Your son died a dog’s death, one that was well deserved. The reason I’ve come to pay you a visit is because he dragged two of my fellow disciples into the grave along with him, one of which was my youngest brother by the blood of my father.” 
 
    The old man froze, his grey hair clumping together in spots after soaking in a wash of cold sweat. 
 
    “Do you understand the reason behind my visit?”  
 
    Chief Netherwolf flung himself to the ground and prostrated at Brecht’s feet, unable to meet the sinister glint of the young man’s cold gaze. The grey-haired warrior quickly followed suit, as did the frightened concubines at the far end of the room. 
 
    “Please forgive us of the sins committed by my useless son!” 
 
    All of the tribesmen in the room were lying prostrate as their bodies were raked by shivers of naked fear, the elderly chief begging for forgiveness with moistened eyes. Their pitiful appearances weren’t able to move Brecht, however, as he had been tempered since his earliest days to ignore the weaknesses of the heart. Rather, his gaze grew more malevolent. “Bring us the most valuable treasures that your people have to offer. You’d better not hold out on me, else you won’t be able to take responsibility for the events that follow.” 
 
    “O—of course!” The chief smacked his guard on the shoulder and sent him sprinting down the stairs. He returned shortly after with a handful of other warriors laden with the most coveted items from the city’s treasury. There was a thick sack of icy-blue fabric, a finger-sized vial filled halfway with mustardy powder, a simple white dagger with a coarse body and a jagged edge, and a glass case containing a velvet pillow upon which rested a dozen apple-sized jewels of varying colour. A few moments later, six warriors struggled up the last flight of stairs bearing a large ornamented chest. Each of these men was at the fifth level of Body Nourishment and capable of carrying several times their own body weight, so it could be imagined how heavy the contents were. 
 
    “Open the chest and empty that sack.” Brecht’s steely tone was the only sound in the room. Hearing the displeasure laced within his words, the warriors quickly heeded his instructions. 
 
    The chest was filled with several thousand golden plates while the sack contained forty-two spirit stones. 
 
    “What bone was used to forge that dagger?” 
 
    “It came from the hind leg of a demonic beast, a silverback panther,” the chief hurriedly replied. 
 
    “Tell me about the powder.” 
 
    “That is a mixture of ground-up knuckles from a demonized golden ape and seven lips plucked from a hundred-year-old thunder tulip. If you add just a pinch of the powder to a cup of tea or use it to season a meal, even someone at the mid-levels of the Profound Entry stage would be paralyzed for at least an hour after consuming it.” He reached out for the case of jewels. “These are demonic cores that are all above the second—” 
 
    “I’m aware of their grades.” He fixed an intent stare on the old chief. “Are these truly the highest quality treasures in your possession?” 
 
    “Of course!” The chief looked him in the eye with utmost sincerity. “I wouldn’t dare to deceive you.”  
 
    Brecht smoothed over his flowing hair and began fiddling with his robes in an absentminded manner. “I’m not accusing you of lying. It’s just that I can’t help but recall something I heard from an old friend of mine. It was some time ago. Two years, I think? He’d been wandering the plains region with his younger brother and happened to stumble upon a great battle between many of the local tribes. If I remember correctly, your Netherwolf Tribe instigated this conflict in order to obtain a certain treasure that had belonged to the previous regional hegemon.  
 
    “My friend happened to witness you snatch a peculiar scroll away from the leader of your enemies just before your ‘useless’ son carved him up in front of your soldiers. What kind of scroll would make you expend the resources to hire your own enemies to assist you in decimating the most powerful tribe in the region? Why is it that this scroll wasn’t the first item that you brought before me?” 
 
    The last bit of colour drained from the old man’s face. “Oh yes, now that I think back on it, such a thing did happen.” He glared at the grizzled warrior, who ran off once again before returning ten minutes later with a glowing scroll of golden parchment that was tied around the middle with a string of ruby gemstones. 
 
    “Very nice,” Brecht murmured. He swiped out with an arm and decapitated the old chief with a bare hand before anyone could react. “I told you not to hold out on me. It appears that you truly didn’t place enough value on your life.” He looked at the grizzled man. “Assemble two hundred young girls in the plaza out front of this tower, and I don’t mean any rabble from the streets, I’m referring to the offspring of your most prominent people. We’ll need another hundred or so of your fellow tribesmen to take care of their daily needs, anyone will do. Don’t worry, I don’t intend on having these girls violated. In saying that, if we are to discover any signs of organized rebellion then we will kill them in the worst ways imaginable. Furthermore, assemble twenty-eight of your strongest warriors in a discreet area of the city and then—” 
 
    “I—I don’t have the authority to—” 
 
    Another head toppled to the floor as Brecht turned to look at the warriors who’d brought in the treasures. “As I was saying, notify me of their location once they’ve been gathered. I can trust you all to get these things done, right?” 
 
    The men nodded vigorously and hurried toward the stairs. Just as they were about to make their descent, Brecht said, “Oh, and should you fall short of my expectations, your families will be the first to die.” 
 
    They raced downstairs. 
 
    “What’s the deal?” asked the man with the snake tattoos as they left the building. 
 
    “We’ll be staying here for a while,” Brecht said. “While I intend to carry out the task assigned to us by Lord Elder, we can’t ignore such a perfect opportunity to cultivate, especially with the sect so pressed for resources. I’ll have these barbarians send a few hundred people to this tower every night, at least until the rest of the tribesmen realize what’s going on and attempt to escape.” 
 
    “A few hundred? That’s only eleven people for each disciple,” complained a wiry and straight-haired Gaunt. “At that rate, it’ll take me at least a week to break through.” 
 
    “We’re in no rush.” 
 
    After sizing up the people of this city, Brecht was looking forward to a long stint of closed-door training. While it was a pity about Zaern, he wasn’t in any rush to locate the culprit behind the murder. The plains region was vast and difficult to navigate, to the extent that it was unlikely that they’d ever locate the person who’d killed his brother. That being the case, he planned to spend as much time as he could outside of the sect as there was nobody to order him around, and cultivation resources were plenty abound. So long as no complications arose, he intended on taking his time with his task so that he could take full advantage of the benefits that the surrounding lands had to offer. 
 
    “Serp.” The man with the tattoos perked his ears. “Take a handful of disciples and make your way to this Redfox Village that our junior brother has informed us of. From now on you’ll be operating apart from the group, so be sure to follow any leads that might point us in the direction of our target. Have Brud draw you a map, and feel free to gather a few families to refine before you set out.” 
 
    The middle-aged man narrowed his eyes, but agreed nevertheless. 
 
    


 
   
  
 

 Chapter Seventeen: Recovery 
 
      
 
    “Like this?” Jason lost his balance and tumbled to the ground. “Damn it, this is so stupid.” 
 
    Nolan was leaning against a nearby tree while doing his best not to laugh, mostly so that he didn’t agitate his injuries rather than out of consideration for his friend. “I know it’s kind of weird, but it’s legit, I swear.” 
 
    Jason hauled himself to his feet and dusted off his burlap robe. “How is this supposed to help me? I look like an idiot.” His face reddened as he glanced over at Nyla, who’d been watching his attempts at learning the opening stances of the Ancestral Body Technique for nearly an hour. She had hardly left Quin’s side during the past few days, having spent most of her time patting him down with a damp cloth or changing his bandages every so often and then cleaning out the old ones in the nearby stream. Quin had only woken up twice since they’d arrived at the clearing, both times barely managing to take in a few mouthfuls of rabbit meat and a couple sips of water from Nyla’s cupped hands. 
 
    “She’s just curious, man. All she can do is watch. What else is she supposed to do?” It turned out that the Ancestral Body Technique could only be learned by someone with absolutely no attainments in martial cultivation; that is to say, it was a peculiar cultivation method that could only be practiced by regular people. This was the third time that Nolan had tried to teach Jason the first few stances of the technique, for the wide-eyed boy had called it quits shortly after each of his skillful demonstrations. 
 
    “I give up.” 
 
    Sure enough, this time around the result was the same. “Don’t be such a puss. Do you know how much it hurt to get up and show you those poses?” 
 
    Guilt anchored Jason’s gaze to the ground. “Fine, I’ll keep practicing. Just go distract Nyla while I try to get the hang of it. I can’t concentrate when she’s staring at me like that.” 
 
    Nolan agreed and then went to sit beside Nyla, gritting his teeth as he lowered himself to the ground and rested against the towering tree that walled in a portion of the clearing. “Any changes with Quin?” 
 
    She shrugged, dejected. “His breathing is a bit steadier now, but I’m worried that he might come down with a fever. It would help if we had more bandages, but I…” The hem of her drab robe had originally reached the floor, but she’d torn away the sleeves and most of the body until she was left with a small garment that resembled a long, ugly blouse. For the sake of her modesty, she couldn’t afford to lose any more fabric. 
 
    “Why don’t we check that other spatial bag?” Nolan suggested. “I know we agreed to wait for Quin to wake up before taking a look inside, but if there’s something in there that could help him recuperate then it’d be a waste to just let it sit there.” 
 
    Nyla grabbed retrieved the second spatial bag and tugged at the golden string that sealed it shut. “Should we invite Jason to sit with us?” 
 
    Nolan looked back to see Jason struggling to maintain a squatted position while balancing on the heel of his left foot. His right leg hovered a finger’s length above the ground, his arms held out in front of him with his palms facing forward. Seeing the determined expression on his grubby face, Nolan turned back and said, “Nah, I don’t think he’ll care.” 
 
    Nyla turned the bag upside down and gave it a shake but was forced to scurry back as a mountain of spirit stones and medicinal pellets flooded around her legs. Nolan also inched backward, his eyes shining as he gazed upon the dozens of luminescent stones that had piled up in front of him. 
 
    Damn! There’re like fifty stones! 
 
    Although he was worried about Quin, he’d also been hoping that there would be more spirit stones in the blond boy’s bag. What interested him wasn’t their apparent value, but the fact that they contained about as much energy as he’d be able to gather with a day’s worth of training back in the mysterious glade, at least with his current capabilities. Not only that, their energy could be directly absorbed into his body through the use of his spiritual sense. Nyla found it quite amazing that he was able to make use of the stones when he had yet to reach the Profound Entry stage, since it was unheard of for a Body Nourishment cultivator to possess a spiritual sense, let alone a dantian. 
 
    Of the eleven spirit stones that had been in the first bag, Nolan had already sucked five of them dry. Despite this, he’d probably need to deplete another dozen or so in order to amass enough energy to completely heal his injuries. 
 
    He’d puked up a fair amount of clotted blood  in recent days and had also taken a few disheartening shits in the bushes, but he figured that his body was just getting rid of the internal bleeding he’d experienced during their desperate flight from the village. The bones in his right shoulder had been fractured or worse, but the occasional probe with his spiritual sense revealed that they were slowly mending back together under the nurturing effects of his inner essence. 
 
    Now that he’d taken a break from overseeing Jason’s training, he wasted no time in scooping up one of the stones and helping himself to its contents. While he did so, Nyla grabbed a vail of crumbled purple blood-leaf that was ten times the amount of the previous portion. After attending to Quin for a few minutes she returned and began to sift through the fresh batch of items, which was many times more voluminous than the last. Aside from the spirit stones and a handful of vials containing various medicinal pellets, there were two sets of robes identical to the ones that the boys from earlier had been wearing and a rectangular box made of smooth red wood. There was also an eye-catching bow with a sleek body fashioned from ebony or something similar, as well as five matching quivers that contained thick bundles of black, barbed arrows, the tails decorated with raven-like feathers. 
 
    Taking up the rectangular box in her hand, Nyla pried it open to reveal two extensive rows of golden and silver plates that filled it from end to end. She arched her black eyebrows. “This is a type of currency in the surrounding kingdoms. I’m not sure if it’s the only sort, but it was common for passing travellers to purchase items in my home city with the same plates as these. Father had thousands of each.” She passed the box to Nolan, who withdrew a golden plate. 
 
    That’s what I’m talking about. The plates had dimensions similar to a typical credit card but were several times thicker. He looked up to see Nyla running a hand along the spine of the bow. “You like that, huh?” 
 
    Strumming the sable string, she nodded as its monotone hum dwindled away with a passing breeze. “Archery was a pastime of mine in my younger days. I’ve never laid eyes on a bow of such quality.” 
 
     “It’s yours then.” 
 
    “You’re gifting it to me?” 
 
    Nolan set a handful of stones aside and then began packing the rest of the items back into the bag. “This stuff belongs to the four of us. Quin’s got his axe, I’ve got my fox tooth, and Jason, well, he can go suck a lemon. I think it’d be better if you had it, especially if you already know how to use it. Besides, it looks like it was made for you.” He could feel a cold energy surrounding the bow and arrows, which gave him the impression that it definitely wasn’t some simple weapon. 
 
    He could tell that Nyla was pleased with her new item and genuinely surprised that he’d decided for it to be hers. Unfortunately, he didn’t get to enjoy the pleasantness of her appreciative gaze as Jason chose that moment to drop down at his side with an exasperated wheeze. 
 
    “Hey, you guys opened that magical bag without me?” He arrived just as Nolan was packing away the last of the spirit stones. “Damn, that bow’s so cool! Are there any more? I can’t fight up close so it’s perfect for me. That’s literally the one weapon I could use.” He looked at the bag expectantly as he wiped a few trails of sweat from his brow. 
 
    “Tough break,” Nolan said. “That’s the only one. And what’d I tell you about speaking English around Nyla?” 
 
    Jason sighed and then changed tongues. “What else in bag?” 
 
    “Just a bunch of pills and spirit stones. Oh, and some money.” 
 
    “Great! No longer poor.” 
 
    Nyla smiled at Jason. She always seemed to find him entertaining. “You’re done training for the day?” 
 
    “No!” He whirled around and grabbed Nolan’s shoulders with an excited grin, slipping back to his native language. “Dude, I think I felt some of that Origin Energy stuff trickle into me just now.” 
 
    Nolan shrugged him off. “That’s great, man.” 
 
    “I just came over to let you guys know.” He began to stretch his arms in an exaggerated manner. “I’m super psyched. When do you think I’ll be as strong as you?” 
 
    Nolan laughed. “If you keep slacking like this, never. And I literally just told you not to speak English.” 
 
    “Okay, Mom.” Jason reverted back to the Universal Language. “I see items?” 
 
    Nolan absorbed as much energy as he could from the spirit stone in his hand and channelled it into his dantian while Jason took his time sifting through the contents of the bag. Afterwards, the three of them got a fire going in the centre of the clearing and cooked up some of the leftover rabbit meat, which Nolan was growing wary of after several days of the same meal. 
 
    Jason turned to Nolan after polishing off the last of his dinner. “I’ve been meaning to ask you,” he said in English. “How’d you think to check those guys for valuables back in the village? That would’ve been the last thing on my mind if I was on the verge of blacking out.” 
 
    Nyla had just gone off to attempt to feed her brother, so Nolan responded in English. “Before all this happened, I’d been in my fair share of fights. I’ll be honest, I’ve gotten my ass beat more than just a few times, and for some reason those fights usually ended with a thorough shakedown.” 
 
    “You were bullied?” 
 
    “Don’t give me that face. I’m not trying to have a pity party here. My point is that I’m not the type of person who’d let someone get away with that shit. Anytime I was robbed, no matter how long it took I always found the guy after and returned the favor, usually when I knew for sure that I could take him down.” He thought back to the last time he’d seen his brother, which brought on a melancholic half-smile. “After a while it sort of became a habit to snatch what I could from anyone who tried to start something with me—you know, make sure they never did it again.” 
 
    “So you were like a delinquent then? And here you had me sympathizing as if you were some victim.” 
 
    “Yeah right.” Looking back Nolan felt a bit ashamed at the way he’d acted. Until now he’d never really stopped to think about all the times he’d come home all bloodied up with torn clothes and swollen knuckles. Steph never said anything, but she’d caught him slipping into the house more than a few times fitting that description. Thomas was more outspoken, always calling him out on things whenever nobody else was around, always laying down the guilt. “It really makes you think,” he mused. “Now that everything’s changed, I’m starting to see my life before the ‘migration’ in a different light.” 
 
    “I spent most of my time playing games and binging TV shows.” Jason ran a hand through his greasy hair, which had grown shaggy over the past several weeks. “My parents were always trying to get me out of the house. They used to drive me crazy, my mom nagging me over all of the chips I ate and the pop I drank, and my dad always acting like playing games meant I’d be some loser for the rest of my life.” He hugged his knees and looked up at the distant ceiling of the giant forest. 
 
    “I’m sure your diet had nothing to do with all that flab you were packing when you first showed up here, eh?” 
 
    “I’m agreeing with you, is what I’m getting at. I used to think they were being assholes to me for no reason, but now that I look back on it I can see that they were just looking out for me.” 
 
    “Lucky you,” Nolan muttered. 
 
    “You are talking about parents?” Nyla had just returned, premature wisdom reflected in her beautiful black eyes. 
 
    The two of them were startled by her interjection.  
 
    “You understand?” Jason asked her. 
 
    “You are not the only ones who listen.” She tucked a lengthy tangle of hair behind a small ear. “I recognized your word for ‘parents.’” 
 
    “Yeah, we were talking about our families.” 
 
    He and Jason grew silent, both lost in their own thoughts. 
 
    “Don’t lose hope,” Nyla said tenderly. “You act as if you’ve already given up on the thought of ever seeing them again. So long as there’s a chance that they’re okay then the possibility that you will be reunited will always exist.” 
 
    “How they live?” Jason said rather harshly. “Our world not like here. My parents no chance, my parents weak like me—ah!” Nolan had pinched the underside of his arm. Following his eyes, he forced himself to calm down and then deflated on the spot. 
 
    Nyla was staring over her shoulder at the erratic rise and fall of her brother’s chest and the growing sheen of sweat that clung to his pallid skin. Jason had clearly forgotten that most of her family had been murdered before her eyes, and that her only remaining relative rested upon the ground just a dozen paces away, in critical condition even as he and Nolan moped about the unknown statuses of their family members. Although it was unlikely that they would ever see their loved ones again, at least they had the comfort of not knowing for sure.  
 
     “I’m sorry, Nyla,” Jason said. “You right. I say dumb, like child. Ignore my word.” 
 
    She smiled half-heartedly, looking out into the surroundings with sadness in her eyes that they could never understand.  
 
    The sounds of the forest filled their ears as the conversation abruptly died off. Before Nolan could think of something to say, a few coughs broke the encroaching tranquility and a raspy voice fought its way into their ears. 
 
    “Such words are wasted on them.” 
 
    “Quin!” Nyla ran over to her brother, who had propped himself up on a bandaged elbow. “What are you doing? Quickly, lie down. Do you want to open your wounds?” 
 
    Quin looked over at Nolan and Jason, mostly keeping his eyes on the former. “How hard is it to stay alive if even the two of you haven’t died?” He coughed a few times and then let Nyla’s gentle hands lower him back down where he lay upon a thick bed of grass. He then accepted a mouthful of crumbled purple bloodleaf before washing it down with a few handfuls of water that his sister carefully brought over. 
 
    Faced with such a scene, Jason shrunk in on himself and muttered, “I’m such an idiot.” 
 
    Nolan shook his head. “It’s not your fault. Besides, Quin’s right. If we’ve lasted this long, who’s to say our families haven’t?” 
 
    Jason stood up and gave a disconsolate nod before squaring his shoulders and heading back to the opposite end of the clearing. His eyes narrowed with renewed determination as he took up the first stance of the Ancestral Body Technique, this time with much more stability in his limbs than any of his previous attempts.  
 
    Although it agitated his injuries and left him with a whirling headache, Nolan forced his spiritual sense to shoot across the clearing. A complex bitterness had swelled up within his heart but it was quickly replaced with a peculiar sense of pride as he perceived the Origin Energy directly around Jason begin to squirm before seeping into his body at an almost negligible rate. 
 
    If all of them managed to get stronger as a whole then the chances that they would survive the coming months would increase significantly. There were many hundreds of kilometres between them and their destination, not to mention that there was an entire world out there that they were almost completely ignorant of. 
 
    Then I’ll just have to learn. 
 
    Once they arrived at the distant city of Greenwall he would purchase a great many books from which to study, with the hopes that he could amass enough knowledge about Venara to manage some method of survival for him and his friends. 
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