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    Chapter One 
 
    Did it work? Can you hear me? 
 
    My eyes flickered open, adjusting painfully to the white light that surrounded me. 
 
    I looked down at where my body should have been but found nothing. I was just a pair of eyes floating in nothingness. 
 
    I racked my brain, trying to remember what had happened. 
 
    It was a regular test-run with the J-17. Clear skies, the beating sun over the desert, but there was something else too. 
 
    A force had interfered with my onboard equipment. An anomaly had appeared just ahead. A distortion in the air that had almost pixelated my vision. 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut hard before opening them again. 
 
    Out of nowhere a figure had suddenly appeared. He was floating in the whiteness right before me; brown hair flooded in endless droves down his head and around his jaw, wide alert eyes that were also paradoxically exhausted, and dirty leather clothes that hung from his lean, skinny figure in vast heaps of rags. 
 
    ‘Am I dead?’ I spoke the words, surprised to hear them at all considering my total lack of a body. ‘You’re not God, are you?’ 
 
    ‘God?’ His voice was no more than a croaking squawk. It was as if he hadn’t spoken in years. ‘I am no such thing.’ 
 
    ‘Then what is this?’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t got much time. Are you worthy?’ 
 
    ‘Am I worthy? Worthy of what?’ 
 
    ‘Bah!’ He yelped suddenly, his voice echoing all around me. He looked around frantically and dragged his dirty hands over his bearded face, clawing at his skin with his overgrown nails. ‘There is no time! I should not even be here. You must do the land justice. Grow and nurture. Do not butcher and destroy. Good luck, young master.’ 
 
    His body collapsed into dust, drifting into the whiteness on the back of a gust of untraceable wind. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Okay… What happens now?’ 
 
    Suddenly I was falling. I didn’t even have a body yet I could feel my stomach ascending into my chest and churning into my lungs like some pulpy cocktail at a dive bar. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    With a single blink the world and my body reappeared. I was latched into my parachute, which itself was hanging from a branch twenty feet off the ground, my own legs dangling from ten. 
 
    I must have bailed out of my jet and passed out in the drop. It was a miracle that I wasn’t dead. 
 
    But then how the hell had I ended up in a freaking jungle? There were no patches of trees like this anywhere near the airbase in Nevada, not for hundreds of miles at the least. 
 
    This was no Oregon forest caked in snow. It was just as humid as the desert. The sun beat down through the trees mercilessly in protruding rays, lighting up the spectrum of colors that occupied this place. 
 
    ‘Where the hell am I?’ 
 
    I checked myself over for injuries. Aside from the bruising the parachute straps had caused around my shoulders I was fine. 
 
    I undid the clips and held one side in place before lowering myself down as far as I could. I released and took the drop, landing easily in the undergrowth. 
 
    It didn’t take long for me to remember my training – stop, think, observe and plan. 
 
    I had no idea where I was in the slightest. Logically I had to be somewhere near the base because there was no way that I could have travelled a thousand miles south and into the Amazon. 
 
    The problem was, of course, that I knew what I was seeing. This was a dense, tropical forest. I ain’t in Kansas anymore, Toto. 
 
    My plan of action should have been clear – find the wreckage of my jet, locate a signal and set off the emergency beacon. That was off the cards instantly, though; I had no way to find the jet. The smoke would have stopped billowing long ago. 
 
    Apart from my flight suit and my boots, I only had two things on my person. The first was the Glock .11 holstered against my left side. There were 13 rounds in the clip – I had only ever pulled the trigger on the firing range. 
 
    The other was the chain around my neck and the solid silver locket at the end of it. 
 
    The gun would be useful if I ran into anybody unfavourable, but it wouldn’t get me rescued. 
 
    I had to find a clearing or running water – or both. Most running bodies of water flow through some civilised area, but before I even sought out rescue I had to find a source of hydration. 
 
    My forehead was already beaded with sweat. I pulled the top of my suit down over my white vest and tied it at the waist, exposing my muscular arms and broad shoulders. 
 
    I set off through the forest at a sharp but careful pace. I had to be wary of exhausting myself too quickly. 
 
    The trees were thick and the undergrowth thicker, although occasionally I stumbled onto a carved path through the jungle that would run on for several hundred yards before vanishing. 
 
    I don’t know what it was that possessed me to travel in the direction I was going. The sun could direct me, if only I could see it, but the branches remained thick, and with no inclination as to how long I had been unconscious, I couldn’t tell if midday had yet passed. 
 
    Eventually the treeline thinned out and I stumbled into a gigantic clearing. The clearing was circular and filled with stalks of corn and overgrown grass that rose to my waist. 
 
    In the centre of the clearing was a gigantic tree unlike any I had seen before. It rose more than twenty yards, stretching towards the sky with a myriad of spindly branches littered with huge, palm-sized leaves. An elaborate spiral staircase composed of carved wood ran around the huge trunk, leading into the unseen reaches of the tree. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this place?’ I muttered to myself, looking about the empty clearing. Peeking upwards I saw the sun at its perfect peak. I wouldn’t be able to determine east and west for a little while, and I needed to seek out some shelter. 
 
    I headed across the clearing and arrived at the foot of the tree. Ten yards from the trunk the grass disappeared completely. It made way for what was effectively a well-kept yard with neatly-cut grass and a series of squat marble columns that surrounded the tree. 
 
    I circled it, examining the columns. Each had a carved marble object placed atop their waist-high platforms; one with a water-well, one with a heap of grain, one with a horse. There were six in total. 
 
    Arriving back at where I had started, I returned my attention to the tree and its ornate staircase. 
 
    Maybe I can get a better idea of my surroundings from up there. 
 
    Water was still my priority, and from the higher reaches of the tree I might have been able to see a more civilised area – it was a long shot considering the denseness of the jungle, but I would take whatever relief would come my way. 
 
    I ascended the steps, each one feeling firm and resolute as I ascended higher. When the steps finally levelled off I was in the higher unseen reaches of the tree, baffled by what sat before me. 
 
    Situated within the tree was a spacious and well-covered living space. A large platform of carved wood composed the floor, while overhead was a ceiling composed of manipulated branches and huge palm leaves covering a transparent protective canopy. Orange light flickered in through the gaps between the leaves. It was one of the cosiest spaces I had ever seen. 
 
    The floor was empty save for one thing. Near the entrance, pushed against the wood of the trunk that had grown around the platform, was a footlocker. It was composed of heavy oakwood and was littered with ornate carvings. 
 
    Somebody had evidently lived here – or was still living here – even if there was no sign of a bed now. 
 
    But a chest meant valuables, and out here I would definitely have considered water to be something valuable. 
 
    I crossed to the chest and unlatched it. Swinging it open and looking into the interior, I tried to surmise what the hell I was looking at. 
 
    There was something inside, I just couldn’t tell what that something was. It looked like an animal carcass, but what type of animal was beyond me. 
 
    Suddenly it shifted slightly, and one of its eyes flicked open, rolling around like a lizard’s. It focused on me. 
 
    Then it started screaming. 
 
    It leaped out from the box, striking me hard in the face with the force of a bar-fight sucker punch. 
 
    I stumbled backwards onto the steps, rolling down halfway before slipping off the edge and plummeting back into the clearing. I slammed into the ground, the grass offering little relief against the force of the fall. 
 
    I groaned and pushed myself up, looking about for the creature that had attacked. 
 
    ‘Speak, intruder!’ 
 
    The voice had come from the staircase where the creature was now standing. It was one of the strangest things I had ever seen, akin to a green monkey. 
 
    And it was talking to me. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you?’ I shouted up, pulling my handgun from my flight suit. ‘What the hell are you?’ 
 
    ‘You are an intruder in this land,’ the thing said. ‘You are standing on the ground of the Orakin Tribe. State your business.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know what an Orakin Tribe is. I don’t know where I am. My plane crashed, and I just want to find my way back to a town or a city or something. I don’t mean any harm.’ 
 
    The thing eyed me suspiciously, looking me up and down. 
 
    ‘How did you end up here?’ He said. 
 
    ‘I was in a jet,’ I said. ‘I encountered interference, I crashed, and…’ 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. I hallucinated. Just like right now, actually, seeing as I’m talking to a green monkey.’ 
 
    ‘I am no monkey, but we can get to that shortly. What did you hallucinate?’ 
 
    ‘I saw a man. Bearded, dishevelled. He looked like he’d seen better days. He said something about being worthy, and the next thing I knew I woke up in the jungle.’ 
 
    The creature’s eyes went wide as it stared at me. Suddenly he set off sprinting down the staircase before hurrying up to me. 
 
    He rose only as high as my knees, but considering the speed at which he was moving and the fact that he had already struck me once, I kept my handgun raised. 
 
    ‘Master!’ He yelled out, throwing himself before me and bowing down. 
 
    I frowned in confusion and lowered my gun a little. 
 
    ‘What did you just call me?’ 
 
    ‘You have been chosen by Master Marlo to take over as the new master of the Orakin Tribe.’ 
 
    My confusion only deepened. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said, lowering my gun to my waist, ‘I don’t get half of what you just said, but you’ve got the wrong gu-’ 
 
    ‘I am Alorion, your faithful servant. What should I call you, master?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh… It’s Jack. Jack Hawthorne.’ 
 
    ‘Master Jack!’ 
 
    ‘No, no, not Master anything. Jack’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘What do you desire most, Master Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Quite a few things actually,’ I laughed, ‘but right now a glass of water would do the trick.’ 
 
    ‘Water!’ 
 
    Alorion went running off to the marble column with a carving of a well atop it. He ushered me over with a frantic wave of one of his hands. 
 
    I decided to humor him – and if it meant that I had any chance of quenching my thirst, I would take it. 
 
    ‘You are now in control of this land, Master Jack, and as leader of the Orakin Tribe you can begin to create your starter resources.’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh…’ I said. ‘And how would I go about doing that?’ 
 
    ‘Simply touch the well at the head of the totem.’ 
 
    ‘The totem?’ 
 
    ‘This column.’ 
 
    I did as I was told, pressing my index finger to the marble surface of the miniature object. 
 
    ‘Now what?’ I turned to Alorion. 
 
    ‘Select what you would like to build.’ 
 
    I shook my head and looked back at the well. The object had been obscured by an opaque blue menu that floated before me with a list of options. 
 
    Construct water well 
 
    Cost: Free 
 
    Benefits: Provides a plentiful supply of water for up to 5 individuals 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ I said to myself, stepping back and glaring at the menu. It had appeared from nowhere, and was floating right before me. ‘This isn’t possible.’ 
 
    ‘It’s more than possible, master,’ Alorion said. ‘See for yourself.’ 
 
    I pressed my finger to the Construct button. The menu receded in a flash back into the marble column, and the ground began to rumble lightly beneath my feet. 
 
    Then, just a few yards past the column, the grass flattened, and a water-well burst up from the ground, complete with a sloping tiled roof and a bucket suspended on a rope. 
 
    ‘Water, you see?’ Alorion said enthusiastically. ‘Come take a look.’ 
 
    I followed him along the short trail to the well and looked down into its depths. It stretched more than ten yards into the earth at least, the darkness preventing me from seeing any further. 
 
    I unravelled the rope from the wooden pole which it hung across with feverish anticipation. I lowered the bucket fast before feeling it hit something. 
 
    The surface. 
 
    After bobbing it for a short while and retrieving enough water, I heaved the bucket back up and set it down on the side of the well. 
 
    It was filled to the brim. 
 
    I caught sight of my reflection in the water; my face was a little dirty but I was otherwise unscathed as I scanned myself. My dark hair was swept out of my face, exposing my sharp features and brown eyes. 
 
    I picked up the bucket and drank straight from it, gulping the pure, perfect liquid down in mouthfuls. 
 
    I finally set the bucket back down, panting deeply. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I breathed. ‘This is really rude of me. Do you want some?’ 
 
    ‘If it is not too much trouble, master.’ 
 
    ‘Knock yourself out.’ 
 
    ‘You would like me to hit myself?’ 
 
    ‘What? No, no, of course not. Have some water.’ 
 
    Alorion gulped it down from the bucket until he was finished. 
 
    ‘Well this is working out to be the weirdest day of my life,’ I continued. ‘But at least I’m not going to die of thirst.’ 
 
    ‘Not today, master.’ 
 
    ‘Please stop calling me master,’ I said. ‘Jack. Seriously.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Positive.’ 
 
    ‘Very well… Jack.’ 
 
    ‘What is this place? Did I die?’ 
 
    ‘You’re definitely not dead, Jack. These are the lands of Agraria.’ 
 
    ‘Agraria? Don’t think I’ve ever heard of a place called Agraria on Earth.’ 
 
    ‘There is earth right below you.’ 
 
    ‘No, not earth as in the dirt. Earth, as in, you know, the planet.’ 
 
    ‘Plan-et?’ Alorion said slowly. 
 
    Even if these words were being said to me by a green monkey, I quickly surmised that I wasn’t on Earth anymore. It was a weird concept to wrap my head around, but I would need to accept it quickly if I was going to stay on my toes – and stay alive. 
 
    ‘So what can you tell me about this place?’ 
 
    ‘Agraria is a tropical land of great abundance. The people are split up into many, many tribes of varying size. Each tribe is led by a master. That’s you.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m guessing that this Master Marlo guy was the last leader of this tribe? The, uhh… Orakin Tribe?’ 
 
    ‘He was. His reign came to a rather terrible end.’ 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘He went… Slightly crazy, shall we say. His people were slaughtered, his lands destroyed. The tribe shut down, and I went into hibernation until the next master arrived.’ 
 
    ‘Hibernation? How does that work?’ 
 
    ‘Upon the end of a master’s reign, his servant goes into hibernation. I have served many masters, but my memory is not as good as it used to be, so forgive me if there are many things that I forget. Every tribe master is provided with a servant when they begin. That’s me. It is my job to advise and assist with anything that you may need.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said slowly. ‘Well, if I’m stuck here I might as well turn this place into a decent home. What do all of these other columns do?’ 
 
    ‘Totems,’ Alorion corrected. ‘Follow me.’ 
 
    Alorion gave me a tour of the other totems that surrounded the tree. As well as the Water Totem, there was Harvesting, Building, Stables, Defence and Storage. 
 
    ‘Let build all of them, then,’ I said. 
 
    ‘As a new Tribe Master, you have the ability to construct only three, completely free of charge. You have already constructed the Water Totem, so you have two remaining.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ 
 
    My first choice was a no-brainer – water would sustain me, but I would need food to stay on my feet. 
 
    Construct harvesting supplies 
 
    Cost: Free 
 
    Benefits: Provides tools and resources to begin harvesting crops 
 
    I hit Construct, and a moment later a small shed erupted from the ground over a flattened patch of grass. 
 
    ‘One left,’ I said. ‘What can you tell me about the other options?’ 
 
    ‘The Building Totem allows you to create structures upon your land. Stables allows you to create and improve resources that care for any animals. Storage allows you to create space to safely store items. Defence allows you to create weapons and other resources that will help you to defend your tribe.’ 
 
    It was all pretty self-explanatory, but I could only pick one out of the four. 
 
    ‘How likely is it that we could be attacked?’ 
 
    ‘I could not say, master. There are other tribes out there, but my knowledge is limited.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t exactly fill me with comfort.’ 
 
    I felt the outline of my gun in my flight suit. 
 
    13 rounds. I was a decent shot, but if I ran out of bullets what the hell was I going to do? Throw water in their faces? 
 
    I moved to the Defence Totem and touched the miniature marble sword atop it. 
 
    Construct blacksmiths 
 
    Cost: Free 
 
    Benefits: Provides means to construct weapons and defensive resources 
 
    I selected it, and before me the largest structure yet appeared, around twenty yards from where I stood. It was a small building composed of stone bricks, with its door standing open. 
 
    With Alorion in tow I headed to it and went inside. Equipment was neatly arranged inside – an anvil, several hammers, a smelters pot, smelting equipment and a pickaxe. 
 
    ‘Wow… When it said weapons it meant actual weapons, huh?’ 
 
    I placed my hand on the anvil. Another menu appeared before me, listing the weapons that I could currently craft. 
 
    Basic longsword 
 
    Basic shortsword 
 
    Basic shield 
 
    Basic axe 
 
    Basic bow 
 
    Basic arrows 
 
    A longsword sounded good to me. I tapped the option, but a red X flashed over it, and another box appeared. 
 
    Unable to craft. Requires 2x Iron Bars, 1x Leather Hide 1x Wood Block 
 
    ‘Iron bars and leather hide. Where can I find that?’ 
 
    ‘Likely at one of the trading posts, or out in the wilds. As I mentioned, the untamed wilds of Agraria bare an abundance of materials.’ 
 
    ‘Untamed?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. There are much more dangerous things than enemy tribes that lurk out in the jungle. Beasts and creatures call it home, and a lack of proper preparation will surely spell death.’ 
 
    ‘Which means I’ll need to head to a trading post first, and if that’s the case I need something that I can actually trade with.’ 
 
    I exited the blacksmiths and looked about the land that I now controlled. The answer was obvious – it was all around me. 
 
    I set off for the Harvesting shed. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Inside the Harvesting shed were several items; a sickle, a hoe, a shovel, a worn pair of work gloves, a stove, a cooking pan, a stack of stone plates, flint and tinder, and some rocks for starting and containing a fire. 
 
    I pulled on the gloves and picked up a sickle, heading to the edge of the field with it grasped in my hand. 
 
    Alorion climbed to the top of the shed and looked down at me. 
 
    ‘Any advice?’ 
 
    ‘Cut from the bottom.’ 
 
    I had never farmed anything in my life, and while my body was used to hard work, I could only imagine how exhausting farming by hand could be. The sickle felt too light in my hand – would it really be strong enough to do this? 
 
    I swept out at the bottom of the closest corn stems, hoping that the force I had applied would be enough to take it down. 
 
    It was more than enough – way more than enough. 
 
    The blade swept easily through three stems, felling them into the dried dirt. 
 
    ‘Woah!’ I exclaimed, stepping back. ‘… It worked. It really worked.’ 
 
    I looked at Alorion and laughed nervously, before looking back to the field and smiling. It went down easily, like it would when pressing a button in a video game. It was unnaturally easy. 
 
    For the next fifteen minutes I swept through the corn in crouching swipes, taking down hundreds of stalks as I pushed onwards through the land. By the time I reached the edge of the land I controlled I was beaded with sweat and panting hard. 
 
    Looking back at the line I had carved through the field towards the tree, I couldn’t help but feel that I had really accomplished something. 
 
    Now how the hell do I gather all of this up, never mind carry it? 
 
    ‘The whole point of this was gathering corn to sell for things I need, right?’ I said, returning to the tree and addressing Alorion. ‘So how am I supposed to move it all to an actual vendor?’ 
 
    ‘Your inventory,’ Alorion said, nodding over my shoulder. 
 
    The first stem of corn had a small blue light hanging over it. I picked it up and another window opened. 
 
    Store in inventory 
 
    I tapped the button, and the corn disappeared into thin air. 
 
    Another window opened before me, showing a grid of fifty boxes. The corn sat in the first on the top-left. As I picked up a second and tapped the store button again, the corn again disappeared. My inventory rewarded me with a x2. 
 
    I returned along the trail and rapidly collected up the corn. It stored in stacks of 10, and by the time I reached the edge of the field I had 45 stacks. 
 
    That was just from this section. 
 
    I returned to the tree, climbed halfway up the staircase and looked out over the lands. Half of the land may have been covered by waist-high grass, but the other half was filled with corn. If I was going to sell all of this then I would have to find a way to transport it. 
 
    For now I would ditch what I had. 
 
    ‘Is there a way to increase my inventory space?’ I said, returning to Alorion. 
 
    ‘Already thinking big, are we?’ He smiled. ‘I knew you would be an ambitious master from the moment I saw you.’ 
 
    ‘Is that before or after you screamed and headbutted me?’ 
 
    ‘Fantastic!’ Alorion laughed hysterically. ‘A brilliant joke, if I may say so, master.’ 
 
    ‘Again, call me Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Jack, of course. You can create bags to hold more resources on your person, but this pales in comparison to a steed and a cart. Forming a caravan is really the only way to transport heavy amounts of goods.’ 
 
    ‘Which means I need to unlock the other totems, and I do that by…?’ 
 
    ‘Spending gold.’ 
 
    ‘Gold?’ I smiled, heading to the nearest totem. ‘Talk about pay-to-win. Where do I type my credit card number?’ 
 
    I laughed lightly at my own joke. Alorion just stared back at me blankly. 
 
    I checked all three of the remaining totems. None could now be constructed for free, just as Alorion had said; at each, I was greeted by a new message. 
 
    Stables – Unlock for 10 GP 
 
    Building – Unlock for 15 GP 
 
    Storage – Unlock for 20 GP 
 
    ‘Where exactly is this trading post you mentioned?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    After drinking down a little more water, we left the land via a path that Alorion showed me through the trees. Despite the denseness of the jungle, the path was wide enough for us to walk side by side – the weirdest duo in history. 
 
    ‘How far away is this place?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Two miles. It is a neutral zone, so we shouldn’t run into any trouble… Not there, at least.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Creatures and beasts of all kinds lurk in the wilds. We do not know who or what may confront us.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ I said, checking my handgun, ‘hopefully we should be able to handle it.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed… So, tell me something about yourself, Jack.’ 
 
    I looked down at Alorion as he hurried along next to me. 
 
    ‘What? We’re actually doing this?’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘The whole getting-to-know-each-other thing?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be rude about it, Jack.’ Alorion’s eyes went wide and he clasped his hands to his mouth, ‘I apologise, that was deeply rude of me. I shall never take that tone of voice with you again.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s get one thing straight,’ I said. ‘You’re not my servant. You don’t have to worry about me exacting wrath on you, or something. You can just talk to me like a normal person.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think that’s possible Jack. It is a concept that is completely foreign to me.’ 
 
    ‘It’s that difficult? What, did you have the idea beaten into you or something?’ 
 
    ‘Essentially, yes.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘For the most part. We imps are confined to advisory roles for our entire lives. It is our sole purpose.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s what you are – an imp.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. All masters possess an imp to act as their servant and advisor.’ 
 
    ‘Got it. So what was this Marlo guy like with you?’ 
 
    Alorion looked around the forest edgily. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just checking that he isn’t around.’ 
 
    ‘I thought he was dead.’ 
 
    ‘He is, but one can never be too careful.’ 
 
    ‘You’re that scared of him?’ 
 
    ‘He was… Extremely unpleasant to me by the end. He would mock and mistreat me daily, even going so far as to beat me when I was the only one left in the tribe. My memory of things is patchy, though…’ 
 
    ‘He beat you? He sounds like an asshole.’ 
 
    ‘He did lose his mind.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not an excuse. You’re totally loyal and he goes kicking the shit out of you.’ 
 
    ‘Well… I suppose you have a point. He was something of a villain.’ 
 
    ‘You can do better than that.’ 
 
    ‘All right, he was… A bit of an asshole.’ 
 
    ‘Better.’ 
 
    ‘And a bully. A self-absorbed, narcissistic prick.’ 
 
    ‘What els-’ 
 
    ‘A great big INSOLENT STUPID MOTHERFUCKER!!!’ 
 
    Alorion yelled the words out to the forest so loud that I heard his voice crack. 
 
    A group of yellow birds exploded from a tree overhead, cawing as they flew into the sky. 
 
    ‘Woah,’ I said quietly. ‘Glad we got that out of the way.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got nothing to apologise for. Hopefully I’ll do a better job.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed… So what about you?’ 
 
    ‘Me? Uhh… There isn’t much to tell, actually. Mom died when I was little, Dad did a good job of raising me but he was always working so that he could afford to look after me. As a result he was never around, and seeing that we lived in the Catskills I spent a lot of my time exploring.’ 
 
    ‘The Cat-skills?’ 
 
    ‘They’re mountains, uhh… Back where I come from. It’s a beautiful place. Here actually reminds me of it a little.’ 
 
    After saying it out loud, it only served to reignite the thought that this may have been the afterlife. What if it appeared differently for every person? What if this place was my own personal underworld? 
 
    But then why would I get saddled with a talking imp of all things? 
 
    I shook my head of the thought. For all his chatting, Alorion seemed like a pretty good guy that I could trust, but I would have to wait and see from this point on. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘I worked a few random jobs across the state before biting the bullet and enlisting in the military. Had decent enough test scores to get me onto a flight program. Got brought in to test jets, which are, like… Flying machines. That’s pretty much all I do now, and it’s not even full-time, just a few days a week.’ 
 
    ‘You possess machines in your world that can fly?’ 
 
    ‘We have a lot of things in my world, but you seem to have a lot of things that we don’t, either.’ 
 
    We continued along the trail without a hiccup to my surprise; ever since Alorion had had his little outburst I had been paranoid that we had awoken a nearby predator. 
 
    The trading post was a hive of activity that was carved into a large clearing in the jungle. Alorion had led me along a series of winding paths that gave onto other paths until we reached it, which put my mind at ease regarding our land being stumbled upon by anybody seeking to cause trouble. I myself could hardly remember the way back. 
 
    A central post sat in the centre, seemingly the only organised part of the place. The rest was scattered with stalls and hagglers, sellers and customers, all bartering with each other over different items and resources. 
 
    But they weren’t just people. Creatures and beings that I had only ever seen in movies and read about in books were here; centaurs, goblins and fairies just to name a few. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen some weird shit in my life,’ I said. ‘But this… This takes the cake.’ 
 
    ‘You do not have these beings in your world?’ 
 
    ‘We have human beings, but that’s pretty much it.’ 
 
    ‘My, you have more to learn than I thought. Anyway, we cannot remain long here. I fear your inexperience may be noticed by more than a few patrons. This way.’ 
 
    I followed Alorion through the crowds of people, eventually arriving at a stall manned by an eight-foot tall human. 
 
    Well, I should say humanoid. His body was that of a man, but his head belonged to a bull. 
 
    I tried not to stare, instead looking past him at the plethora of horses and carts stacked with crops in huge quantities behind his stall. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ I started, guessing that I would have to speak simply for this minotaur-thing to understand me. ‘I would like to sell 45 stacks of corn, good sir. What price can you offer me?’ 
 
    The minotaur inhaled deeply through his huge, flared nostrils and turned to the side, spitting into the dirt. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to speak to me like I’m an idiot,’ he said with perfect enunciation. ‘I may look like a scary son-of-a-bitch, and you’d be right, but that doesn’t mean I’m a dumbass.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s 1GP per stack.’ 
 
    I turned to Alorion. ‘Is that good?’ 
 
    ‘It is for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘Deal,’ I said. 
 
    The minotaur presented a hand to shake. I did so reluctantly and a window appeared before me, presenting the offer. I accepted and watched the corn vanish. A gold counter ticked up at the bottom of my inventory, and the trade was complete. 
 
    ‘That was easy enough,’ I said to Alorion as we stepped away. 
 
    ‘Like I said, little violence at the outposts. So, what would you like to purchase?’ 
 
    I had 45GP on hand, 10 of which I would need to save for unlocking the Stables back at our land. 
 
    Storage and Buildings could wait. Right now weapons and defence was my priority. 
 
    From a vendor run by a heavily bearded dwarf I purchased four iron bars, which ran for 3GP each. With a little persuasion I managed to bring the total price down to 10GP. A centaur at another stall supplied me with four units of leather hide for 5GP, as well as four blocks of wood for 3 GP. 
 
    ‘Not bad,’ I said to Alorion as we wandered through the market. ‘I’ve got everything I need, enough gold left to build the stables, and even after that I’ve still got 17 gold pieces left. What else is there to buy around here?’ 
 
    ‘There are a myriad items beyond the simple categories of resources and weapons,’ he replied. ‘Some vendors deal in stranger and rarer objects, as well as the more mundane.’ 
 
    As the sun began to sink, a thought suddenly struck me. 
 
    ‘Jesus, I’m such an idiot. Where the hell am I supposed to sleep tonight?’ 
 
    ‘The treehouse is your home, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, but hardwood floors don’t exactly look appealing.’ 
 
    ‘A bed, then. Follow me.’ 
 
    On the far side of the market was a large tent, far larger than any of the stalls or stacks of supplies in the area. 
 
    At the door stood a huge, seven-foot-tall goblin clad in a shoddy excuse for a tailored suit. He looked Alorion and I up and down before grunting and stepping aside. 
 
    I pushed through a makeshift door and emerged into a large, dimly lit space filled to the brim with random objects and items. 
 
    ‘And what can I do for you gentlemen?’ 
 
    I turned in the direction of the voice, finding myself confronted with a shorter but much more intelligent looking goblin. A pair of glasses were perched on his long, green nose, his wide ears twitching as he straightened his suit and eyed me perceptively through only one of his eyes – the other was permanently closed, courtesy of a huge scar that ran down one side of his face. I couldn’t help but feel that it made the glasses a little pointless. 
 
    ‘I’m just browsing,’ I said, getting used to his appearance, although the sight of the various creatures and humanoids outside had pretty much desensitised me by this point. 
 
    ‘Fair enough, fair enough,’ he said, holding up his hands innocently. ‘Phineas Cobb, head of the Juggernaut Tribe.’ The goblin offered out a hand to shake, although I hesitated in response. ‘Do not fret, sir. We are a private people with no interest in violence, but with every interest in coin.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ I smiled reservedly, taking his hand and shaking it. ‘Jack Hawthorne. Head of the Orakin Tribe.’ 
 
    ‘The Orakin Tribe,’ he repeated. ‘Never heard of them, but a pleasure to meet you all the same. Just tell me if there’s anything specific that you’re looking for.’ 
 
    Maybe I should have felt a pang of shame over the fact that he hadn’t heard of my tribe, but right now I was fine with that. I didn’t want anyone to know where my land was located. I would have preferred it if nobody knew that I even existed. 
 
    I knew exactly what I was looking for, but his salesman demeanour was enough to make me hesitate. 
 
    He turned to go. 
 
    ‘A bed,’ I said. ‘If you have one. Or anything that can be slept on.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ he said, his gravelly voice swelling with faux-enthusiasm. I followed him along a temporary path through the piles of objects until we stopped at a single bed with a surprisingly clean mattress. 
 
    He presented it with a wave of his hand. 
 
    ‘Will this do?’ 
 
    ‘Looks like it will to me,’ I said. ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘For you? 5 gold pieces.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at Alorion. 
 
    What a steal. 
 
    ‘I’ll take it.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent.’ 
 
    We initiated the trade. I took the bed and stored it in my inventory. It’s image was repeated 20 times in my inventory slots, indicating its respective weight. 
 
    That must have been how it worked – obviously there was no way that I could have stowed 50 beds on my person. Weight had to be taken into account. 
 
    I went to say goodbye to Cobb but he simply stared back at me, tapping his chin with one of his long, clawed nails. 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ he smiled. ‘You look like the kind of man in the market for… Other things.’ 
 
    ‘What other things?’ I asked slowly. 
 
    ‘Well, you have a bed, but what about someone to share your bed?’ He grinned at me and raised an eyebrow in the most disgusting way possible before glancing at Alorion. ‘Unless you two are…’ 
 
    Alorion and I shared a quick look. 
 
    ‘No, no, no,’ we both said hurriedly, shaking our hands before us. 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said insistently. ‘He’s my… advisor.’ 
 
    ‘Just because he is your advisor does not mean there are boundaries. Plenty of tribe masters lie with their-’ 
 
    ‘Let’s move on,’ I said. ‘What do you mean by someone else sharing my bed?’ 
 
    The goblin looked about the empty tent to check nobody was around. He turned wordlessly and led us through the tent into a darkened area. We followed him through a locked door and into a much smaller section of the tent, lit by a single lantern hanging from the ceiling. 
 
    A series of much more valuable objects lined makeshift shelves on either side of the small space, some of which were recognisable as gold and silver items such as idols and jewellery, and others that I couldn’t figure out the nature of at all. 
 
    At the back of the room was a large cube, six feet on all sides, with a sheet cast over the top of it. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect when Cobb grabbed the sheet in one of his clawed hands and pulled it away. He had asked if I wanted someone or something to share my bed with. 
 
    I really didn’t think that he would have an actual person under there, though. 
 
    The girl looked anything but defeated. She was in her early twenties, with dirty blond hair. From the top of her head a pair of fox-like ears protruded, their orange color matching the freckles on the cheeks of her pretty but angry face. She was entirely human save for a pair of long, pawed feet at the ends of her legs. 
 
    She was wearing nothing but tattered rags around her perky breasts and tight waist, leaving her body exposed, but she didn’t seem to care. 
 
    ‘Let me out of here, you little worm,’ she said to Cobb through gritted teeth. ‘What I’ve been through already isn’t enough to you?’ 
 
    ‘She’s got something of a temper,’ Cobb said, ‘that considered I can offer you a discount if you’re interested.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is this?’ I said, stepping back and looking from Cobb to the girl. ‘Oh, not you,’ I continued, holding a hand up to the girl. 
 
    ‘What’s the matter?’ Cobb said, his tone becoming serious all of a sudden. ‘Please don’t tell me we’re going to have a problem here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to have a big problem in a minute,’ I said. ‘Why do you have a girl in a cage back here?!’ 
 
    ‘HA HA HA!’ Alorion laughed, loudly and suddenly. ‘This is just a joke, a big misunderstanding.’ He tugged on the trouser leg of my flight suit and shot me a wide-eyed look, nodding his head to the side. ‘Please excuse I and my colleague for a brief moment, Mr Cobb.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ he said slowly, staring at me suspiciously. 
 
     Alorion pulled me off to the other end of the small tent. 
 
    ‘I don’t mean to be disrespectful, Jack, but speaking like that is going to get us both killed.’ 
 
    ‘What are you talking about? You can’t just lock people up in cages. It’s trafficking, it’s… slavery.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not exactly pleasant. I agree. But once a tribe has been overrun by another, everything upon the land becomes fair game. The resources, the weapons, the animals – and the people.’ 
 
    ‘You’re serious?’ 
 
    ‘Deathly. From what I can gather this girl’s tribe will have been overrun, and now she’s on the market.’ 
 
    ‘This is so fucked up,’ I muttered, shaking my head and staring over at Cobb. He was reading from the pages of a pocketbook through his spectacles. ‘I should go over there and beat the shit out of that guy right now.’ 
 
    ‘You could, but the entirety of the Juggernaut Tribe would come and lay waste to our own, and in case you hadn’t noticed there are only two of us right now. Don’t you remember what he said? They aren’t a violent people, but if it’s in the interest of coin then they take things very seriously. Being hot-headed will be a sure-fire way to a quick end.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t much we can do, Jack. I’m sorry.’ 
 
    I looked back over at the girl. She wasn’t even bothering to look over at me with puppy-dog eyes; her face was filled with so much despair that she could only look down at the ground as she held onto the bars. 
 
    She might have been confrontational, but the tears in her eyes were undeniable. 
 
    I quelled my temper enough to return to Cobb for a few minutes. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ I said through gritted teeth. ‘I’ve got a weird sense of humor.’ 
 
    I may as well have been a ventriloquist’s doll on Alorion’s knee. I really wished that I was. 
 
    ‘No harm, Mr Hawthorne,’ Cobb said assuredly. ‘So, are you interested?’ 
 
    ‘I am. How much would you like for her?’ 
 
    ‘Well, considering her disobedient nature, I can let you have her for… 200 gold pieces.’ 
 
    Shit. The 17 in my pocket suddenly felt mighty light. I had another 10 available on top of that, but I still needed it for the stable. 
 
    ‘That seems a little steep,’ I replied. ‘There’s no way you could bring it down to, say… 15?’ 
 
    ‘You think I’m worth 15 gold pieces?’ The girl said, scowling at me through the bars. 
 
    Cobb broke into hysterical laughter, keeling over before regaining himself and pointing at me. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ he chuckled. ‘You are funny. All right, I can let her go for 180, but no less.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… See, the thing is, I’m a little light right now. I could return first thing tomorrow with the money, if that works for you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not so sure about that. She could be gone by then. Plenty of masters around that would snap her up for their own, uhh… Pleasures, if you catch my drift.’ 
 
    Oh, I catch your drift, you seedy little shit. 
 
    There had to be some way for me to get her out of there. 
 
    Cobb drummed his fingers against his chin again, looking between us. 
 
    ‘Tell you what,’ he started. ‘How about I give you a loan? I can give her to you now, we can set up a contract, and you can bring me the money tomorrow.’ 
 
    To my side, Alorion screwed up his face and shook his head at me slightly. Not a good idea, Jack. 
 
    I tilted my head to the side with pleading eyes. 
 
    But I can’t just leave her in there. 
 
    We may as well have been having a telepathic conversation. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I finally conceded. ‘You’ve got a deal. 180.’ 
 
    Cobb and I shook hands, and the window appeared before me. 
 
    Trade details: 180 GP (deferred) w/ 50% interest. 
 
    ‘50% interest?’ I read. ‘Are you kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a standard deal, and I’m giving her to you for free right now without a deposit. It’s a smart plan, friend.’ 
 
    I’m probably going to regret this. 
 
    I executed the trade. Alorion sighed deeply from my side. A huge grin spread across Cobb’s face. 
 
    ‘Excellent choice. I knew you were a smart man from the moment I saw you.’ 
 
    Don’t hold your breath, asshole. 
 
    Cobb produced a key and a length of rope from the pocket of his grimy suit. The girl shot me a look that was slightly less miserable than before and turned away. 
 
    Cobb unlocked the cage and bound her wrists tightly from behind with the rope, before pulling her out roughly. 
 
    ‘Easy,’ I said, ‘remember – she’s mine now.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, sir, of course.’ 
 
    He bowed cheaply and pulled his hand away from her arm, just as I placed mine on her other. 
 
    To my surprise she didn’t try to make a run for it, not even after we exited the tent and returned to the market. She didn’t struggle or resist – she was totally submissive. 
 
    It felt weird holding a girl by the arm who was literally in her underwear and had her hands bound in front of all of these people, but not a single head belonging to any of the passers-by turned our way. To them it was completely normal. 
 
    If I had done this back home I would have ended up on state news. 
 
    ‘I just want to go on record as saying that this is a terrible idea,’ Alorion said as we left the market. 
 
    ‘Believe me, you don’t need to tell me that. Feel like I just took a loan from the mafia. But there was no way I could leave that place without her and sleep soundly tonight… Or ever.’ 
 
    A hundred yards down the trail I retrieved the sickle from my inventory. The moment it appeared in my hand, the girl’s eyes went wide and she staggered back. 
 
    ‘Please… Please don’t hurt me.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, relax,’ I said insistently. ‘I’m just going to cut your bindings.’ 
 
    I cut her free and she stepped away, gulping. 
 
    ‘What are you going to do with me?’ She said, looking between Alorion and I. 
 
    ‘Nothing that you don’t want to do,’ I said. ‘You’re free to go.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t have anywhere to go. My tribe was overrun… They’re all dead.’ 
 
    I was a little taken aback by how casually she said it. 
 
    The obvious idea suddenly came to mind. 
 
    ‘Well, look – we’ve just started a new tribe a few miles away. You’re welcome to join if you’d like.’ 
 
    ‘How many of you are there?’ 
 
    ‘Right now it’s just the two of us.’ 
 
    ‘Two?’ She scoffed desperately. ‘How do you expect to hold off any invaders?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ I started, before turning to Alorion. ‘Actually, that’s a damn good point. What do I do if an army tries to invade our land? We’d be cut up and hung out to dry.’ 
 
    ‘This acts in your favour,’ Alorion said, tapping his head. ‘It was common knowledge that Master Marco was insane by the end of his life. He even went to the trouble of burning the land to a crisp before he gave up entirely. Everybody in the surrounding area knew, and as a result nobody came near. Everyone knew that there was nothing to steal or salvage.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean burned it to a crisp?’ I asked. ‘It looks fine to me.’ 
 
    ‘The land resets when the master of the tribe is killed.’ 
 
    ‘There’s your reason,’ I said to the foxgirl. ‘Nobody knows about us and nobody seems to give a shit about us either, but we’ve got a good setup and fertile land. I’m inviting you to join our tribe. Or, you know, you can stay out here in the wilds, unclanned and unprotected, waiting for somebody else to capture you.’ 
 
    The girl looked me up and down quickly before nodding lightly. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ she said, smiling lightly. ‘You seem quite trustworthy, although I have been wrong before.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one thing we’ve got in common. What do I call you?’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘I’m Jack. This is Alorion.’ 
 
    Ariadne held out a hand to shake, which I took. 
 
    Another window suddenly appeared before me. 
 
    Accept Ariadne into the Orakin Tribe? 
 
    I agreed, and just like that we had our third member. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    We set off at a jog through the forest in an effort to get back to our lands before the sunset. 
 
    Emerging onto the lands for the first time, Ariadne took in the sight of it. 
 
    ‘This is a beautiful place, master,’ she said. ‘Albeit a little empty…’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, I’m kind of a beginner. Right now I’m just trying to keep my head down and stay alive. And you don’t have to call me master.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I-’ I turned to Alorion, wondering about it. ‘Is this such a strange concept for everybody in these lands?’ 
 
    ‘A tribe master’s word is law upon his land,’ Alorion replied. ‘You decide how you wish to run things. That said, your people do not have to obey you.’ 
 
    I paused for a moment. Absolute power corrupts absolutely. If you give somebody total power its essentially natural law that they turn into a complete asshole. 
 
    But what was wrong with being tactical? If I was going to get the tribe up and running, I would need to put my citizens to good use. 
 
    ‘On second thought,’ I said, returning to Ariadne. ‘You can call me master, at least for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master,’ she said, a little sheepishly. 
 
    ‘Tell me, do you have any skills?’ 
 
    ‘Several. Mostly just domestic trades. Those were my assigned duties back at in my tribe. I am also trained to handle throwing knives, too.’ 
 
    ‘Impressive,’ I remarked. ‘I’ll keep that in mind. Before we turn in for the night we’ve got a few more things that need arranging.’ 
 
    I spent the 10GP required on creating the starter stable. It emerged from the ground as promptly as the others, a squat building with two large wooden doors. Inside was a fully-grown horse, black with white splotches across its skin, and a reasonably-sized cart. 
 
    In addition there was a crate on a ledge at the back, which I crossed to and tapped to find 30 inventory slots – 29 were available, with one being occupied by a saddle. 
 
    ‘I don’t know much about horses,’ I said, looking to my companions. ‘I used to ride years back, but it’s been a while. Any information would be appreciated.’ 
 
    ‘We kept some for a short time on our lands, master,’ Ariadne said. ‘They simply need grass and water to survive.’ 
 
    ‘It’s more what grass turns into that I’m worried about,’ Alorion said. 
 
    I headed into the grass pasture with the sickle and stowed away a stack of ten portions of corn in my inventory. All crops seemed to be able to store in stacks of ten, at least the ones that I had harvested so far. Grass didn’t exactly qualify as a crop, but the rule still seemed to apply. 
 
    I returned to the stable and set down the grass inside upon the ground. The horse seemed to eye me suspiciously before lowering its head and munching away indulgently. 
 
    Turning to the cart, I pressed my hand against its surface and examined the inventory window. 
 
    300 spaces. The boxes spread before my eyes vastly. It could carry six times what I alone could. 
 
    And I would need every single one of them if I was going to pay back the debt to Cobb, but worrying about that could wait till morning. 
 
    One thing would set my mind at ease a little. I headed to the blacksmiths, activated the anvil and inserted my iron bars, leather hide and wood block into the window. 
 
    Craft Basic Longsword? 
 
    I accepted and waited, and just like that the sword appeared on the workbench. I picked it up and felt the weight of the weapon in my hands. Even if the blade was a little dull and the leather a little shoddily wrapped, the seriousness of holding a real melee weapon for the first time in my life was unmistakable. 
 
    I had been to my local firing range more than once, but this was a whole other beast that needed taming. 
 
    Heading back outside with my sword in hand, I called to Alorion and Ariadne. 
 
    ‘How do I look?’ 
 
    ‘Positively terrifying,’ Alorion smiled. 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ I said, ‘Now I just need to learn how to use it.’ 
 
    That could wait till tomorrow, though. The sky had turned a faded purple, and the light was almost entirely gone. 
 
    I headed into the treehouse and retrieved the bed from my inventory, setting it down in the corner of the room. 
 
    But then it struck me – I had been so obsessed with getting some rest that I had completely neglected to think about my companions. 
 
    I may have been in charge, but I still had to look after them too. 
 
    What had Cobb said? What about someone to share your bed? 
 
    No, no – there was no way that I was going to climb into bed with Ariadne. True, I couldn’t deny how hot she was, and the fox ears and pawed feet she possessed had only made me want her more. It was a strange thing to consider at first, but her exotic nature was undeniably sexy for reasons I couldn’t even begin to understand. 
 
    But it wasn’t about that. I had just met her, and even if I was the tribe master, it didn’t mean I could just invite her in. It felt wrong. 
 
    I headed back outside. 
 
    ‘You can take the bed, Ariadne. I’ll sleep out here.’ 
 
    ‘What? That’s ridiculous, master!’ 
 
    ‘No, it isn’t. Trust me.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. That’s an order.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master. Goodnight.’ 
 
    She bowed to me slightly and disappeared up the steps. 
 
    ‘I hoped you’d be happy with the crate I found you in,’ I said, addressing Alorion, ‘as long as you’re okay with it.’ 
 
    ‘As an imp I’d actually prefer to sleep in the forest. I have a particular tree on the edge of the forest that I call home.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever suits you, bud.’ 
 
    ‘Bud? What is bud?’ 
 
    ‘It’s… Like a friend, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘You consider me to be a friend?’ 
 
    ‘I’d hope so. You’ve done nothing but help me all day. I’d probably be dead without you.’ 
 
    ‘That is simply my duty, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Call it what you want,’ I smiled, slumping down at the base of the tree. I ripped off the arms from my flight suit and used them to create a makeshift pillow that gave some relief to the back of my head from the rough, chipped wood of the trunk. 
 
    ‘You are sure you’re okay with sleeping down here?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about me. I’ve slept worse than this, and I’ve got my sword that I don’t know how to use in case we get attacked.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Alorion laughed. ‘Well… Goodnight, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Night.’ 
 
    I caught him shooting me another brief smile and a nod before heading to the forest and out of sight into the abundance of branches and thick leaves.. 
 
    The day had ranked pretty highly as one of the strangest in my life, but I had little time to reflect on it; I quickly fell to sleep amongst the sounds of insects chirping in the surrounding fields, and the horse in the stable chewing away happily at his grass. 
 
    *** 
 
    I awoke quickly the next day. In the night I had given up on the tree, opting to stretch out on the grass with my makeshift pillow tucked under my head. It hadn’t exactly been a perfect night of rest, but that only prompted me to get up and get moving. 
 
    With the sun rising I assessed the current situation. I had 17GP to my name, and owed 270 to Cobb that I wanted to get back to him as soon as possible. One stack of corn was worth 1GP, which meant… 
 
    Jesus. 2700 units of corn compared to the 450 that I had farmed yesterday. It would fit into the cart with 30 spaces to spare, but it would mean harvesting a shitload of corn. I may have only made a dent in the large supply available in the surrounding land, but getting it together was another matter entirely. 
 
    Alorion and Ariadne hadn’t woken up yet. I retrieved some water from the well and drank it down before equipping my sickle and staring out at the vast fields. 
 
    I had to do a doubletake to make sure that my mind wasn’t playing tricks on me. 
 
    The line of corn that I had harvested yesterday had grown back literally overnight. It was as if I hadn’t touched it at all. 
 
    Stepping up to it and feeling the stalks against my skin, I realised that it was definitely there. 
 
    When I had been harvesting with the sickle the day before the corn had gone down easily, like something out of a video game. I could only guess that the growth mechanics worked in a similar way. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to question it. This worked in my favour. 
 
    My body was no stranger to physical labour, but the harvesting of the corn really took it out of me. Despite the ease with which they went down, it was still draining. There was, though, something freeing about it. 
 
    I didn’t have to think, didn’t have to feel – all I had to do was hack and slash at the endless stalks. Every time my inventory filled up, I returned to the cart and unloaded what I had before heading back out. 
 
    Little by little, I was getting there. 
 
    With 1000 units to go, I saw Ariadne descending the stairs. I dropped off my most recent load at the cart and headed back to greet her. 
 
    ‘Good Morning.’ 
 
    ‘Good morning, master. I must confess that I feel like a total idiot right now…’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘You are working hard in the fields for me. It should be I who is paying my way in order to repay you for freeing me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous,’ I smiled, cleaning off the sickle on the ground and wiping the sweat from my forehead with my vest. ‘I made the decision to free you. The burden falls on me. You don’t owe me anything.’ 
 
    She shot me another quick look up and down, ambiguously examining my figure. I wasn’t ashamed about my muscularity – it had come from years of manual tasks. 
 
    ‘Then at least let me cook something for you,’ she said. ‘You need food to sustain yourself, and I am capable with a stove.’ 
 
    It was only then that I realised how hungry I really was. The chaos of the past 24 hours in this new land had kept my mind preoccupied with anything but food. 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me. There’s enough corn in these fields to last us years, and a stove in the harvesting shed.’ 
 
    I retrieved a few portions and brought them to Ariadne, who was already working on starting a fire using the flint and tinder. 
 
    I returned to the field and got to work on the last few loads of corn. Within half an hour I had completed my work and dropped the final batch off in the cart. It was almost filled to the brim – with every ten portions that I had dropped off, one ear of corn had appeared, representing the wider amount. 
 
    After getting some more grass for the horse I headed over to Ariadne, who was chatting with Alorion. 
 
    ‘Smells delicious, doesn’t it?’ Alorion said. ‘The moment the scent hit my nose I came crawling down here.’ 
 
    ‘That it does,’ I smiled. ‘It’s punishing out there.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully this should stave off your hunger, master,’ Ariadne said, draining one of the ears of corn from the boiling pot and handing it to me. I let it cool for a little while but could hardly resist to dig in. 
 
    Despite the searing heat, my first meal in Agraria was one of the best I had ever tasted. The corn was unbelievably fresh. 
 
    So this is what real food tasted like when it hadn’t been processed a million times. 
 
    ‘This is amazing.’ 
 
    ‘I’m so glad you like it.’ 
 
    ‘If we have any gold pieces left over after today’s trading we should definitely purchase some salt and butter,’ Alorion said, tearing into his corn. 
 
    ‘You read my freaking mind,’ I smiled. 
 
    We finished off our meal and stocked up on water from the well before I headed to the stables. Our new horse seemed much less apprehensive than yesterday. I placed a hand on his side and stroked him comfortingly as he continued to eat his grass. 
 
    Ariadne helped me with attaching the horse to the cart. It was more complicated than I imagined, but I eventually got the hang of it, and within no time we were on the trail, heading towards the trading post. 
 
    ‘Just lead him,’ Ariadne said, handing the rope to me. ‘If you keep walking he will. You’re the one in charge.’ 
 
    I thanked her, but mentally I was calculating how much gold we would have left after ditching the corn. It was filled to the brim – I had gone for the full 3000 units. I still had 17 left over from yesterday, as well as the 30 that would remain after fulfilling Cobb’s debt. 
 
    ‘We’ve got 47 gold pieces left over once our initial trades have been made,’ I said. ‘And there are so many more things we need – another bed, water canteens, food supplies, materials for weapons, as well as enough gold to unlock the other totems. Think we can manage all of that, Alorion?’ 
 
    ‘We may have to do a little bartering, but it seems possible.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, wary travellers. You won’t have to do any bartering with us.’ 
 
    The voice was rough and gravelly. At first I thought that it was Cobb coming to claim his debt back, but as I looked out into the forest to our right I saw that it wasn’t him at all. 
 
    Two men were emerging from our right, and two to our left. They were all dressed in ragged leathers with mismatched chainmail armour. All of them looked unbelievably scruffy, save for the youngest of the group who looked not even 20, who was only marginally better in appearance. 
 
    All were holding worn-down weapons – the two to my left with daggers, the two to my right with a shortsword and an axe. 
 
    Their weapons may have been dull, but they could still slice through flesh with a single slash. 
 
    I had dealt with enough assholes in my life to know what they were up to immediately; from my inventory I retrieved my sword, which quickly appeared in my hand. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you gentlemen?’ I asked, looking around at them all. 
 
    ‘We-e-e…’ One said, stepping up the verge and examining his sword, ‘have considerable interest in the contents of your cart. I don’t suppose you’d be interested in sharing it with us?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said resolutely. ‘I don’t think I would be. Now if you’d like to kindly fuck off, we need to be on our way.’ 
 
    They all let out a laugh, not at me but at the expense of their faux-leader. Clearly there wasn’t much solidarity in the ranks of these bandits, but that only served to piss him off more. 
 
    I knew things were going to go to shit – it was just a question of how fast. 
 
    I shot a look over at Alorion and Ariadne. They had moved closer to me. 
 
    The leader looked around at his men with embarrassment, his face going red. 
 
    His hand trembled, and he swung his sword. 
 
    I dodged sharply to the right, missing the blade by inches. Having enough time to swing my sword, I used both hands to bring it over my shoulder. 
 
    I had only briefly handled melee weapons in the past, so I had to go with my instincts. 
 
    I swiped down at the bandit’s torso with all my strength. The blade sliced through his shoulder and into his ribcage. 
 
    He released a guttural howl and fell to the side as blood sprayed from his mouth. 
 
    ‘Get out of here!’ I yelled to my companions. Alorion scrambled ahead while Ariadne took the horse’s reigns in her hand and led it trotting up the trail with the cart in tow. 
 
    I stepped back as the three remaining bandits approached. Even if they weren’t exactly supportive of their dying leader’s reputation, they were still loyal. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    They moved to surround me, but I was ready. 
 
    I raised my sword for another swing and took a swipe at the assailant with the axe. He dodged and returned quickly with it, but I managed to stave him off. 
 
    My blade clipped his hand and sent the axe falling from his grip – as well as a few fingers. 
 
    I smiled at the sight of him screaming out. I was genuinely in disbelief that I had succeeded. 
 
    But that didn’t last long. In an instant I realised that I had forgotten to use my most important weapon – the only weapon I had arrived in Agraria with. 
 
    You complete fucking dumbass. 
 
    Throwing my sword down, I reached for my gun, hidden in the folds of my suit around my waist. 
 
    A sudden sharp sting arose in my left shoulder. The pain escalated rapidly as the knife I had been stabbed with was ripped from my body. 
 
    I yelled out, and my gun dropped from my hand as warm blood trickled down my skin. 
 
    But my path was clear. 
 
    I scrambled forward with the gun in my sights just yards and snatched it up from the ground. 
 
    Staggering forwards, I turned and pointed the barrel. 
 
    The fingerless bandit was already back on his feet, as pissed off and red-faced as his fallen leader. Behind, his two comrades were ready to attack, the younger with the knife covered in my blood looking shaken as hell. 
 
    BOOM. BOOM. BOOM. 
 
    I pulled the trigger three times. The first bullet exploded through the axe-wielders forehead, splattering his comrades with blood and brain before his body collapsed limply to the side. 
 
    The second and third bullets slammed into the chest of the bandit with the short sword. More than anything he looked confused before blood coughed from his mouth and he went down in the same fashion. 
 
    The only one left was the younger bandit – the one who had stabbed me. 
 
    The one who had looked the most terrified throughout this whole ordeal. 
 
    He dropped the dagger stained with my blood and raised both of his hands. 
 
    ‘Please… Please don’t kill me…’ 
 
    Tears filled his eyes quickly, and not the crocodile kind. He started shaking so much that I thought he was going to piss himself. 
 
    I took a few deep breaths and got a hold of myself. 
 
    ‘Listen…’ I breathed, ‘You get the fuck out of here, now. Go home to your mother, and stay away from assholes like these guys. You’re gonna get yourself fucking killed.’ 
 
    I ushered him away with my gun. Without hesitation he took off from the trail and disappeared into the trees. 
 
    ‘Good lord, master. Your shoulder!’ 
 
    Alorion and Ariadne hurried up to me from the cart. 
 
    ‘How bad is it?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Likely not as bad as it feels,’ Alorion said. ‘But we’ll need to get it cleaned. We can pick something up at the trading post to get you healed.’ 
 
    ‘It needs covering,’ Ariadne said. ‘Give me your vest.’ 
 
    I pulled it off and handed it to her. In seconds she had ripped a section away and pressed it against my wound tightly before tying my vest over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘Not bad,’ I said. ‘You done that before?’ 
 
    ‘Not for a long time, master. Did I do well?’ 
 
    ‘Really well. Thanks.’ 
 
    She smiled over at me and brushed her dirty blond hair behind one of her large fox ears. Even with the wound still fresh with pain, her hazel eyes and soft touch gave me some much-needed relief. 
 
    ‘Uh, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    I turned to see Alorion standing unassumingly amongst the bodies of the bandits. 
 
    ‘We need to move the bodies, Jack. If anybody comes along this trail and finds them it will give undue attention to this area, which we do not need.’ 
 
    ‘Good point.’ 
 
    ‘Right after we make good use of their resources, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Their what?’ 
 
    ‘Well, they have no need for their possessions any longer.’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying we should loot them?’ 
 
    ‘If you are comfortable with doing so.’ 
 
    Hell, I was more than comfortable with it. I had just been literally stabbed in the back by one of these assholes – the asshole that I had decided to let go, of all people. 
 
    This wasn’t my first time dealing with corpses – time overseas had weathered me enough on that front – but ransacking them was another matter entirely, even if they were my enemies. 
 
    Desperate times, though. I had never had a family to look after, but with people reliant on me it meant that I would have to do things that I wasn’t otherwise comfortable with. 
 
    From the three bodies I acquired 8GP. Not exactly a financial windfall, but maybe enough to at least pay for the medicine that I would need to heal and patch up the wound on my shoulder. 
 
    Their clothes were nothing but stinking, worn rags, but their dull weapons would maybe provide a little compensation. After storing them in my inventory I returned to the corpses and took to heaving them into the forest. 
 
    A sharp, hot pain ran through my shoulder with every strenuous movement. My strength compensated for it and I got the job done quickly, dragging the bandits into the trees far enough that they wouldn’t be seen. 
 
    After covering them with patches pulled from the undergrowth I met Alorion and Ariadne back at the cart, and the three of us continued towards the trading post, leaving no sign of our presence beyond wheel-marks and spatters of blood, both of which would be overtrodden and forgotten when the unknown beasts of the forest arrived for dinner, leaving nothing behind of the men beyond rags and bones. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



Chapter Four 
 
    My wound was starting to bother me more than it should have been by the time we arrived at the trading post. It was as busy as ever, and despite the three of us keeping our heads down unassumingly, my dishevelled, blood-spattered, half-naked appearance was starting to draw some unwanted attention. 
 
    At the minotaur’s stall I sold our haul of corn, raking in a hefty 300GP. Afterwards we led the horse and cart over to a hitching post and crossed to Cobb’s tent. Before I even had a chance to enter he appeared in the doorway, pushing his glasses up his nose and smiling with surprise. 
 
    ‘Back so soon?’ He grinned widely. ‘I’m more than prepared to provide you with another loan if necessary…’ 
 
    ‘It won’t be necessary,’ I said assuredly. ‘I’m here to settle.’ 
 
    ‘Oh…’ Cobb looked genuinely disappointed. ‘Very well.’ 
 
    We completed the trade quickly, my total dropping down to 55GP, including what I had taken from the bandits. I winced at the suddenness of it. 
 
    But I was out of debt, and that was the important thing. 
 
    ‘Why is it that neither of us look happy?’ I said. 
 
    ‘You’re not a stupid man,’ Cobb said, dropping the salesman-façade a little. ‘You know why.’ 
 
    I did. I had lost a large part of my stash, and Cobb had nothing to hold over my head. 
 
    ‘Let’s not let this sour our relationship,’ he continued. ‘I may like extorting people, but if you’re ever in the market, don’t hesitate to pay me a visit. I supply an everchanging variety of wares, and I’m sure that I may have something of value… Or vice-versa.’ 
 
    We shook hands again before departing with our mental shopping list. 
 
    ‘We need something for my wound,’ I started. ‘Then another bed, and some water canteens. Some replacement clothes too, if we can get our gold to stretch that far. They’re the main priorities. Once we get back to base I can start another harvest and we can return tomorrow.’ 
 
    By the time we found the medicine vendor, manned by an unspeaking humanoid figure wearing a huge black cloak with his face obscured by a bird mask, my forehead was beading with sweat and my mouth was painfully dry. 
 
    After guidance from Ariadne and bartering with the silent man, who used fingers to indicate numbers, he finally offered a handshake. The trading window presented what I needed – a disinfectant potion, dressing and thick bandages, with a total standing at 35GP. 
 
    It was steep, but I had to accept it. I was dead if I didn’t. 
 
    12GP remaining. 
 
    I had always been responsible with my money. I knew what it was like early on in my life to have nothing, and what it felt like to have to stretch nothing in order to be able to survive. Getting into debt with Cobb had been out of character for me, but I had to save Ariadne from the fate she could have suffered under somebody else’s law. 
 
    Back at the cart I sat myself down on the edge while Alorion checked our stash and weighed up our upcoming purchases. 
 
    ‘Bite down on this, master,’ Ariadne said, handing me a ragged piece of bandage that she had ripped off. I sank my teeth into it lightly before clenching my jaw down hard and groaning out as she poured the disinfectant over the wound. ‘Hardest part’s over.’ 
 
    A few minutes later I was healed and properly patched up. 
 
    ‘I have a plan,’ Alorion said. ‘We are limited in coin at present, but we may be able to stretch it a little further if we sell off the worn weapons from the bandits. The Junkers have a stall on the other side of the post – they’re a hugely populous tribe who collect weapons. They may take no interest, but they are an excitable bunch. If we can persuade them, we may be able to make enough gold to keep us comfortable till tomorrow.’ 
 
    After wading through the masses to the other side of the post we arrived at the Junker’s stall. They were small, pale, bald figures, only standing around 3 to 4 feet in height, and all were wearing the same purple cloaks. 
 
    I attempted to withdraw the weapons from my inventory, but the moment I introduced myself four Junkers scurried around the stall to me and began pulling at my clothes and examining me. 
 
    They weren’t aggressive or overpowering – just unbelievably curious in their examination of me, like I was some kind of object. 
 
    And it didn’t take long before they got the better of me. 
 
    I had been so preoccupied in keeping track of the four of them that I failed to notice one snatch the gun from the holster around my waist. 
 
    No safety. Ten rounds still in the magazine. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Hey, hey!’ 
 
    But it was too late. All four of them were fascinated by the object. They scrambled and fought for it frantically, stroking and petting it, feelings its texture and judging its weight. 
 
    I was about to grab it back when my worst fear was realised. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    I and my companions had done a bad enough job so far of keeping a low profile, but any semblance of being covert went out the freaking window as the gun went off. 
 
    Shrieks burst out around us followed by the same awkward silence that follows a loud break-up in a crowded bar. 
 
    The traders nearest to us all stared in our direction. Thanks to Alorion, always fast on his feet, the commotion quickly dispelled. 
 
    ‘Nothing to see here, folks! Just a little, uhh... Reunion ritual between friends!’ 
 
    I returned to the Junkers and wondered how the hell I was going to coax them out of setting the gun down, never mind resisting firing it again, but I was in luck. 
 
    Their expressions of silent bewilderment quickly changed into nervous laughs. Then, the nervous laughs transformed into delighted smiles and hysterical chuckles. 
 
    One of the Junkers approached me, grinning madly, while the remaining three examined the gun and held out his hand. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, no,’ I said quickly, waving my hands before me, ‘It’s not for sale.’ 
 
    ‘Inwarga mar corsa!’ 
 
    The big stupid grin stayed on his face as he shook his hand before me again, this time with more enthusiasm. 
 
    What the hell, I can turn the deal down if I want. 
 
    I shook the Junker’s cold, clammy hand and examined the trading box that appeared before me. 
 
    A pixelated, spinning image of the gun sat in the box on my side. In the space where it’s name should have been there was nothing but a question mark. 
 
    Of course – this was a foreign item. I had brought it into this world. It was one of a kind. This technology didn’t exist here. Whatever ethereal mechanics existed in this world, this gun wasn’t a part of it. 
 
    I looked at what they were offering in exchange. No items, only gold. 
 
    ‘Holy shit.’ 
 
    1000GP 
 
    I gulped hard, somehow managing to restrain myself from immediately hitting the accept button. 
 
    I called Alorion over to me. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘About what?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think? What they’re offering.’ 
 
    ‘What are they offering?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t see it?’ 
 
    ‘Only the traders can see the specific details of a trade.’ 
 
    ‘1000GP.’ 
 
    ‘By the gods…’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    ‘It would go a long way in improving our base. I wonder why they are offering so much for such a thing.’ 
 
    ‘You saw what it did along the trail. Instant kill.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. But how does it work, this weapon of yours?’ 
 
    ‘I pull a trigger and it fires bullets, which are like tiny arrows. The gun had 13 when I got here. Four have been fired so far.’ 
 
    ‘Which leaves nine of these… What did you call them?’ 
 
    ‘Bullets.’ 
 
    ‘Nine bullets remaining after that shot they fired. Once they are gone, the weapon becomes useless, yes?’ 
 
    ‘Technically, but what if they reverse engin-… I mean, what if they take the thing apart and figure out how it works and build more?’ 
 
    ‘The Junkers are collectors, not fighters. It will be stored on a shelf with the many other items that they hoard. And even if they do figure out how it works, there are much more powerful things in this world that can kill people.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. He looks to be growing impatient. You must decide.’ 
 
    I returned to the box and examined the details one last time. No loans, no tricks, just a straight-up deal. 
 
    I would need to learn how to use a sword properly. 
 
    I hit the accept button and watched the gold tick rapidly into my inventory. 
 
    The Junkers turned from me almost instantaneously now that they had what they wanted. They returned to their business and paid us no further attention. 
 
    But that didn’t matter. We had no debts, a heap of gold and a shopping list as long as my arm. 
 
    Over the next hour we browsed from stall to stall. Initially we purchased the necessities, acquiring a second bed so that both Ariadne and I had somewhere to sleep, a simple rug to make the treehouse seem a little less bare, as well as water canteens and a supply of spices, salt and butter to liven up the corn a little. We even bagged quality portions of- 
 
    ‘Taurem,’ Alorion said. ‘Delicious, tender meat.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    Clothes were another matter entirely. In his green monkey-esque form Alorion was content to stagger about shamelessly naked, but Ariadne and I couldn’t exactly do the same. 
 
    My boots were still in decent shape, but on top of those I acquired a well-fitting pair of pants made from a light, durable material and a white tunic shirt. To top it off, I found a scabbard for my sword and fitted it to my waist the moment the gold pieces had changed hands. This way I would be able to draw it faster instead of going into my inventory every time a fight broke out. 
 
    Ariadne bought a light-fitting shirt that she tied over her slender stomach, as well as a pair of shorts that could hardly even be called those because of how small they were. 
 
    ‘I’m always hot,’ she shrugged, walking out of a small dressing room that had been surrounded by velvet curtains in a tailor’s tent. ‘I prefer to travel light. What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, you look pretty damn good.’ 
 
    We had burned through what yesterday would have seemed like a large amount of gold, but compared to our new stack it was nothing. 
 
     It may have seemed like a lot, but the clothes we had purchased were of a durable, long-lasting quality, and we still had around 950GP left. 
 
    I had been stabbed once and worked my ass off in the cornfield. I could afford to treat myself to a set of fresh clothes and a decent meal. 
 
    ‘May I borrow just a few coins, master?’ Ariadne asked me. ‘I have spotted something that we may both enjoy.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to borrow it. You can have it. What is this thing you’re talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I would prefer it to be a surprise, if that is all right with you?’ 
 
    ‘… Sure, why not?’ 
 
    I traded the funds with her, after which she thanked my profusely and took off. 
 
    Alorion and I continued to wander through the market 
 
    ‘If we get attacked again, I’m gonna need to rely on being able to use a sword without getting sliced up.’ 
 
    ‘Defensive traps, Jack’ he suggested. ‘They can eliminate intruders and their screams of pain will warn us to the presence of any others in the event that they catch us off-guard.’ 
 
    ‘You said that screams of pain part with a little too much enthusiasm.’ 
 
    ‘One can never indulge in the cries of their enemies too much.’ 
 
    ‘And hear the lamentations of their women, right?’ 
 
    ‘If that’s the kind of tribe you wish to run, master. I am only hear simply to advise.’ 
 
    ‘No, no, it’s a quote from a… Never mind.’ 
 
    While the Junkers were collectors of weapons, they weren’t keen on giving anything away. Instead amongst the rabble we finally found ourselves at a meticulously organised stall led by a pair of identical humanoids, save for their wolfen heads, one grey and one brown. 
 
    They stood side by side, their arms folded before themselves defensively. Just as we stepped up to them, Ariadne returned to my side. The moment they saw her they both formed wide grins and began to snarl. 
 
    ‘Back the fuck off,’ I said, holding out a hand before me. ‘I’m here to do business, not have my woman growled at by you pricks.’ 
 
    My woman. I don’t know what had possessed me to say that. Even if I had technically bought Ariadne I didn’t think of her as an object. 
 
    But I was still protective over her. She was part of my tribe. 
 
    ‘Mm,’ the wolf on the left grunted, then with a growling husk of a voice that sounded like it had been at the mercy of a million cigarettes, ‘no harm meant, friend-o. What do you like the look of?’ 
 
    I shot them both another glare before examining the vast array of items before me. I finally settled on a series of explosives that could be activated by tripwires. 
 
    ‘Before we go any further,’ Ariadne whispered in my ear from behind me. ‘Would it be rude of me to ask for something else?’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Those.’ 
 
    Ariadne pointed at a pair of slightly curved daggers with leatherbound handles on the stall counter. 
 
    ‘All of my kind use these weapons and are trained to at least a basic level. I would be of more use to you if I am permitted to fight with those on hand They can be used as throwing knives, and in melee range if necessary.’ 
 
    ‘You sure?’ 
 
    ‘I may be a little out of practice, but I can help.’ 
 
    Along with the knives and the bombs, I acquired some wooden training swords for practicing and shook hands with the wolf on the right. 
 
    ‘300GP?’ I exclaimed. ‘You’re serious?’ 
 
    ‘Bombs guarantee safety and are incredibly difficult to make without blowing yourself up. If you wish to make them yourself with that knowledge in mind, be our guest.’ 
 
    The price was steep, but they were a necessity for keeping us safe. 
 
    I agreed, and the three of us departed with our stash of new items. 
 
    *** 
 
    I set up the explosives in the field beyond the totems almost immediately upon returning, forming a small perimeter. I had been wary about handling them or accidentally causing friendly fire if one of us forgot, but after selecting it from my inventory, choosing the place for it to be activated and accessing the configurations through a new window that appeared, I felt a little more at ease. 
 
    Configure: Citizens able to activate trap? Yes/No 
 
    I selected No – from that point on, anybody who was a member of the tribe would be unable to set off the explosives via the tripwires. I had trouble understanding how the mechanics of it would work, and couldn’t resist testing it. 
 
    I moved to press a fingertip against one of the wires, getting ready to run if the pin pulled, but my finger passed straight through it like it wasn’t even there. 
 
    ‘That’s convenient.’ 
 
    I intended to get started on dinner when I arrived back at the tree, but Ariadne was holding the pair of wooden training swords in each hand. 
 
    ‘Would you like a short lesson, master?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ I smiled as she threw me one of the swords, which I caught. 
 
    ‘Have you trained with a weapon before?’ 
 
    ‘A little. Mostly hand-to-hand combat.’ 
 
    ‘Then you should be able to pick this up quickly.’ 
 
    Ariadne ran me through the basic moves that she knew – the backhanded swing, overhead swing, the jab and how to parry and block properly. We repeated them until I was beaded with sweat and could perform them with relative ease. 
 
    ‘Do you think one lesson is really enough to help me fend off against enemies out here?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. There are a few things you need to know about melee fighting; the first is that while many carry weapons in these lands, most have no idea how to use them. The second is that most try to be pretty when fighting. There is no sense in doing this; putting your strength behind the weapon and striking in a frenzy is the most important thing you can do. 
 
    ‘It’s fine to know plenty of moves, but when it comes to a real fight the only thing that matters is that your weapon slices through your enemy first, instead of theirs through you.’ 
 
    A short time later we had prepared dinner. Well, I say we; Ariadne had insisted on cooking it. 
 
    ‘This is spectacular, Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘It is a simple recipe,’ she purred. ‘This flavourful mix of spices was a favourite among my people.’  
 
    That night, under the shade of the tree back at our base, we feasted on the taurem meat with sides of salted corn dipped in melted butter and spices. The meat was akin to a top cut of New York Strip, and I couldn’t get enough. 
 
    ‘So these taurem things,’ I said, chewing through the medium-rare cut and soaking up its delicious flavors, ‘are they difficult to find?’ 
 
    ‘In the wild, yes. But it would not be difficult to acquire some from a trader for the right price.’ 
 
    ‘We’d also need to think about the waste,’ Alorion said. ‘Quality meat comes at a cost. We would need to set aside a part of the grassland in the southern parts in order to accommodate and feed them.’ 
 
    ‘That reminds me,’ I paused. ‘Somebody’s going to need to clean the stable soon. Either that or I hire somebody to do it… But shovelling shit is honest work. I guess I can do it.’ 
 
    ‘Just wait till the taurems get here,’ Alorion said. ‘Oh lord, the sheer extent of the shit we cannot fathom…’ 
 
    ‘We can actually do it, though,’ I smiled, sitting back against the tree. ‘Just like that. You know, back in my world you would need permits and permission and planning… Here we can decide on it one day and do it the next.’ 
 
    ‘Your world?’ Ariadne said. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘The old master of this tribe summoned me from my world to take over, at least according to Alorion. In my world there are millions of animals just like taurems.’ 
 
    ‘Do the tribes in your world fight like ours?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes. Although the tribes in my world are much bigger, and there hasn’t been a big fight for a while. The last time there was a big fight it almost destroyed the whole world.’ 
 
    ‘The whole world?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah. The weapons we have aren’t like the ones you have here. They can destroy entire, uhh… tribes in the blink of an eye. People have caused a lot of damage trying to take over all of the tribes throughout history, but nobody’s ever managed it… Not yet, anyway. One guy got close in the last big fight, but people managed to beat him.’ 
 
    ‘It is the same with our world,’ Ariadne replied. ‘Many tribes have formed partnerships and allegiances in order to prevent war from breaking out, but these are unsteady. There is safety in numbers, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t that the truth. Speaking of which, how do we build the numbers of our tribe? I was given an advisor, and your freedom was bought, Ariadne. How do we go about bringing in other people?’ 
 
    ‘There are many ways,’ Alorion said. ‘We could buy them if they have been displaced from their homes. If somebody is not part of a tribe already we could invite them to join. Once our tribe grows, we can join forces with another tribe, or we can attack one that is undefended and threaten them with death should they refuse.’ 
 
    Ariadne and I exchanged a look with raised eyebrows as Alorion stared into the distance with a contented look on his face while chewing his steak. 
 
    ‘I’ll put that on the maybe list of solutions,’ I nodded. 
 
    ‘Sorry, I drifted off,’ Alorion replied, shaking his head and looking back over at us. ‘What were we talking about?’ 
 
    ‘I think Master Marlo’s ways may have worn off on you a little.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Alorion nodded. ‘Perhaps… I do apologise, Jack. He was particularly vicious towards the end. I shall try to keep a lid on such thoughts.’ 
 
    ‘You never know,’ I said. ‘We might need those thoughts one day.’ 
 
    As the sun set over the treetops on my second night in Agraria, silence fell among the three of us as we finished our meals. Only the birds among the trees chirped and the leaves on the trees rustled with the occasional breeze that swept through the humid air. 
 
    ‘This place really is beautiful,’ I said. ‘Agraria may be filled with just as much fighting and conflict as my world, but at least you haven’t destroyed it like we have.’ 
 
    I was almost ready to doze off when Alorion himself declared that he was turning in for the night. 
 
    ‘You’re leaving me with the horseshit in the stable?’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Alorion said, spinning around and looking at me at the base of the tree. ‘Did you want me to…?’ 
 
    ‘I’m joking, again,’ I smiled. ‘Night, buddy.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight, Jack.’ 
 
    Alorion scampered off, leaving Ariadne and I in the fading light. 
 
    ‘Something for dessert?’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘I don’t think that we have anything around.’ 
 
    ‘What did you think the surprise was?’ 
 
    Ariadne checked her inventory and produced a wine bottle, smiling and shaking it in her hand. 
 
    ‘Do you drink?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    ‘A liquor from the Rorn Isles, both bitter and sweet.’ 
 
    ‘If it takes the edge off, I’m game.’ 
 
    Ariadne shot me a look that said I have no idea what you just said, but smiled and poured it anyway. 
 
    I would need to get used to saying things that would be misunderstood in this world – clarity worked, but a lot of expressions didn’t. 
 
    At least Alorion had shown me that cussing worked the same. 
 
    We filled our new canteens with the wine. I watched Ariadne take a swig first before drinking it myself. Despite the loyalty that she had displayed so far, I didn’t fully know if I could trust her. 
 
    I remembered the knives in my inventory. The ones she had wanted. 
 
    She had been fragile and dedicated, had fed me and fixed my wounds, but I was still on the alert. 
 
    I drank down the liquor, feeling the bittersweet taste of gin and aromatised white wine soak my throat. 
 
    ‘Your people…’ I said. ‘How long has it been? Since you lost them, I mean.’ 
 
    Ariadne took another hard drink. 
 
    ‘A few months, I think. Many were slain, but many taken. I hope that I will meet them in the future one day.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever it takes. I promise. If we ever get a lead, we’ll chase it down as far as it goes.’ 
 
    ‘You are a bountiful master. Even with such a small tribe, you are willing to provide everything for your people.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that,’ I smiled. ‘There are only three of us yet.’ 
 
    ‘That will change, master.’ 
 
    ‘You think?’ 
 
    ‘I know.’ 
 
    She gave me a warm smile and scanned my body up and down with her large hazel eyes. Even if she had a pair of fox ears sprouting out of the top of her head and feet that were closer to paws, I still found Ariadne unbelievably sexy. Her slim, toned form complimented her perky, firm breasts beneath her shirt, and her long legs stretching out before her seemed endless. 
 
    I tried to stop telling myself that she had just checked me out, but then I was doing exactly the same thing to this foxgirl. 
 
    I pulled my eyes away hard and took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘It has been a long day,’ she said. ‘I think I shall withdraw, master.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I said quickly. 
 
    ‘Would you mind if I got undressed first?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Upstairs. We are sharing a home, after all, now that we have two beds.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right, absolutely. Go ahead. Just shout me when you’re done.’ 
 
    The moment Ariadne had disappeared into the tree I exhaled deeply, clenching my eyes shut and opening them a few times before shaking my head hard. 
 
    ‘Don’t be stupid,’ I said quietly to myself. ‘She’s just a girl. A ridiculously hot foxgirl, but a girl all the same.’ 
 
    One word rang through my mind, though; honeypot. A female spy gets their target into bed using their sexuality, which Ariadne had in spades, and then strikes. 
 
    ‘Master?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah…?’ 
 
    Not another word. I guessed that that meant she was in bed. I had already set mine down on the other side of the treehouse when we had got back earlier. 
 
    Taking each step one at a time, I finally arrived on the platform and looked about in the dim light of the treehouse. 
 
    Ariadne was nowhere to be seen. Behind me I heard the door creaking and turned sharply to see her. 
 
    She had undressed alright, and now she was standing with her back to the door in all her naked glory, her exotic body presented before me. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I muttered to myself breathlessly, looking her up and down. I had been with my fair share of women over the years, but this was something else entirely. 
 
    The feisty expression on her face suddenly fell. 
 
    ‘You do not want me, master?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ I said, ‘I definitely want you, it’s just… I’ve never been with someone like you before.’ 
 
    ‘I have never laid with a human male before, but within these walls I am yours. It is my only desire to please you.’ 
 
    ‘… Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘You are my master,’ she purred, moving towards me gracefully. It was like she was moving in slow-motion. ‘Your pleasure is mine.’ 
 
    Stepping right up to me, I ran my strong hands over her body and pulled her to me. Her soft hands ran up my toned torso and began to undo my shirt as we kissed for the first time. 
 
    We were gentle at first before our tongues began to lash against each other’s. In no time she pulled away, having undone my shirt so quickly I hadn’t even realised – not that I was complaining. 
 
    She sank to her knees before me as I pulled off my shirt and threw it aside. Sinking her hands into the waist of my pants she pulled them down over my legs and took my hard length in one of her soft hands and began to toy with me playfully. 
 
    ‘So big…’ she smiled, biting her lip. ‘I have never tasted a man before, but it has long been one of my greatest desires.’ 
 
    Ariadne wrapped her lips around my throbbing head and took me deep into her hot, wet mouth. I quelled a groan of ecstasy as she lapped at me greedily, rolling her tongue against my shaft and taking me deeper and deeper into her mouth. 
 
    Finally she pressed herself up against me, pressing her lips to my base and wrapping her mouth around me. She held herself there longer than I could believe before pulling away and panting for breath with a giggle. 
 
    Another second longer and I would have lost it, but somehow I held on to some semblance of self-control. 
 
    She walked backwards away from me, stretching herself out across her bed and arching her back as she opened her legs. 
 
    I pulled off the last of my clothes and stood off the bed, my muscular body overshadowing her slender form and perky chest. I positioned myself between her legs, pushing into her quivering wetness and filling her slowly. 
 
    The deeper I went the more she moaned. In no time I had worked myself into a voracious rhythm as I took her harder in the privacy of my new home. 
 
    ‘Harder, master… Take me…’ 
 
    I wanted to indulge in her body as much as possible and I was determined to last as long as I could, but her words washed over me like liquid ecstasy. 
 
    I ran my hands over her body, holding her hips firmly as I fucked her harder and harder. 
 
    I hardly knew this girl, and here she was submitting herself to me and loving it. Her long, furred ears pressed into the cushions of the bed as she ran her hands up my forearms and held on to them, her body tensing up as she moaned wildly, taking me over and over. 
 
    ‘Make me yours…’ 
 
    I slowed and guided her body, turning her over onto her front. She lay prone before me as I moved onto the bed, looking over her shoulder at me as she took the bedsheets in the clenched grasp of her fists in anticipation. 
 
    ‘Fill me…’ 
 
    I moved onto the bed and atop her body, guiding my throbbing cock down her ass before spreading her cheeks with my hands and pushing into her wetness from behind. 
 
    Groaning with pleasure I took her from behind, breaking into a passionate rhythm as Ariadne let out a gasping shriek and sank her nails even harder into the sheets. 
 
    The thought crossed my mind that I was hurting her from this angle, but I quickly realised that I was hardly doing any work at all; Ariadne was grinding her ass against me, burying me inside of her as she pressed her body against mine. 
 
    She overwhelmed me completely. I held myself over her, our bodies pressed together in the heat of the climate as her walls tightened around my shaft and she let out an almighty, animalistic shriek as she came. 
 
    I held myself inside of her, feeling a flood of pleasure burst through my abdomen and down to my waist as I came hard, finally emptying myself deep inside of her in a haze of passion. 
 
    I collapsed back onto the bed as the shaking of my body subsided. Ariadne crawled up next to me and nuzzled under my arm. 
 
    ‘My body likes you,’ she whispered. ‘I am glad to know this.’ 
 
    ‘My body likes you too,’ I panted. 
 
    It was a weird thing to hear and a weird thing to say, but on the surface it made sense. 
 
    Not that I cared, of course. I was too exhausted and too drained to think of anything, and sleep quickly took me. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Two things registered in my mind when I awoke. The first was that I was still alive. Ariadne hadn’t killed me while I slept. I could trust her. 
 
    The second was the gigantic freaking explosion that had gone off right on the doorstep of our home. 
 
    Ariadne’s senses ignited before mine and she bolted upright. I sat up and quickly found my clothes, pulling everything on except for a single boot just as the sound of scrambling footsteps appeared on the treehouse steps. 
 
    ‘Master Jack, Master Jack!’ The treehouse door slammed open and Alorion hurried in. ‘Oh, by the gods, I am sorry, Ms Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry for what?!’ She asked before looking down unashamedly at herself. ‘Oh, I am sorry! I shall dress.’ 
 
    Ariadne pulled on her clothes – if they could even be called that – while I retrieved my sword from my inventory. 
 
    ‘Intruders,’ Alorion continued, ‘they have activated our defences.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Five, but now only two.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I shall simply say that our defences worked better than expected. Much better. It is best that you see for yourself.’ 
 
    I equipped my sword and readied it as I headed outside and down the steps. 
 
    Our attackers were immediately visible, or what was left of them at least. Three bloodied bodies that had been struck by the shrapnel from one of the bombs lay scattered on the ground. 
 
    A fourth assailant, whose leg had been broken by the explosion and whose face was scattered with scars, was attempting to stagger away. 
 
    Ariadne appeared by my side, and the three of us quickly crossed to him. 
 
    It was a man in his early-forties wearing tattered rags and sporting a dirty face. I grabbed him by the collar of his shirt as he stumbled away pathetically and threw him to the ground on his back. 
 
    The pressure upon his broken leg unleashed a pained scream from his lungs. I raised my sword and pointed it at his neck. 
 
    ‘Who the hell are you?’ 
 
    ‘But common thieves, sire,’ he groaned, breathing hard. 
 
    ‘I’ve dealt with thieves once already in the last 24 hours,’ I replied. ‘It didn’t end well for them.’ 
 
    ‘Mercy is all I ask for, master.’ 
 
    I was on the fence about sparing the thief until I looked around more closely at the remains of the other bandits. 
 
    There were weapons. They were rusted but could still slice through flesh easily – just like the ones from yesterday. 
 
    I had had enough of being attacked. 
 
    I switched my grip on the handle of my sword, holding it like a long dagger in a reverse grip, and plunged it without hesitation into the thief’s chest. 
 
    He gasped suddenly, releasing a wheezing breath as his eyes widened. Life left them as his head drummed back sharply against the ground, but not before he let out a final cry; 
 
    ‘Run, Coron!’ 
 
    I pulled my sword from his chest and spun around to the sound of rushing footsteps. 
 
    There was one left, and he was making a run for it through the corn. 
 
    Adrenaline pumped through my veins on the back of my most recent kill. I had ended the lives of my fair share of men in the forces, but I had never executed a man before. 
 
    Alorion remained in the clearing as Ariadne and I sprinted through the corn after the fifth bandit. The crops were thick, but a few rapid swings of my sword did a decent job of hacking the thicker sections from my path until we reached the edge of my land and it began to thin. 
 
    He was twenty yards off and making a straight shot for the treeline. 
 
    ‘My blades, Master Jack?’ Ariadne cried out. 
 
    I hesitated for a fraction of a second, wondering if I trusted her. 
 
    Ariadne hadn’t strangled me to death while I slept. She had no outside allegiances – she was with us. 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and passed her the knives. 
 
    She screeched to a halt, her pawed feet kicking up the dusty dry dirt beneath our feet. 
 
    My foxgirl aimed, drew her hand back, and threw. 
 
    The knife tore through the air like a gliding bullet and slammed straight into the bandit’s back. It wasn’t a fatal blow but enough to stop him and take him to the ground. 
 
    ‘Nice shot.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master.’ 
 
    We crossed to the bandit. He remained on his front, groaning with the knife still protruding from his side. The bleeding wasn’t bad, so I surmised that Ariadne hadn’t hit an artery. 
 
    It was just something painful to incapacitate him long enough for me to arrive at his side. 
 
    Ariadne yanked the knife from his side with a single swift motion. 
 
    ‘Arghh!’ He yelped out pathetically. ‘What did you do that for?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to guess that it was because you tried to murder us in our sleep, you piece of shit,’ I said dryly. ‘But I might be wrong.’ 
 
    I pushed the toe of my boot beneath his arm and turned him over. 
 
    Resting my eyes on his face, I found that I recognised him. 
 
    ‘You,’ I exclaimed. ‘You’ve got to be fucking kidding me.’ 
 
    It was the thief from the day before, the one that I had shown some mercy to. 
 
    ‘I thought I told you to run home to your mother.’ 
 
    ‘Please… Please don’t kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Answer me!’ I yelled. ‘What did I tell you?’ 
 
    ‘To go home to my mother.’ 
 
    ‘And why didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a mother. Those men were the only family I have… Or had. They asked me what happened when I returned to our camp and I couldn’t lie to them…’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, well, I don’t have a mom either, so if you think that’s going to make me feel sorry for you then you’re wrong. The bottom line is I gave you a chance and you spat in my face. Give me one reason why I shouldn’t cut your throat right now.’ 
 
    The young man whimpered, his chest rising and falling shakily as he gasped for breath, holding his hands up in submission. 
 
    ‘Please, gods, I don’t want to die…’ 
 
    Tears started rolling down his cheeks. I saw both a stupid kid and a serious threat. Weird how those two things often collided like this. 
 
    ‘How did you find us?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We followed the trail back and kept going through the forest. Took a while to find the right path but we eventually got here. We didn’t even know there was a tribe here.’ 
 
    ‘Does anybody else know? The rest of your gang?’ 
 
    ‘The rest of the gang are here… I guess I’m the only one left now.’ 
 
    ‘The only one,’ I repeated, holding the tip of my sword out and pointing it towards his throat. There was only a foot between the two. 
 
    ‘Please, I’ll do anything.’ 
 
    Killing him was the logical thing to do. I could loot his body and the others and bury them in the woods, and that would be the end of it. 
 
    Seeing him there, though, on the verge of pissing his pants and with a fresh stab wound just a few inches shy of his kidney, I still couldn’t help but feel sorry for him. 
 
    ‘Get up,’ I commanded. ‘Ariadne, do we still have some of the medicine and bandages left over from yesterday?’ 
 
    ‘Some, master.’ 
 
    ‘Coron, isn’t it?’ I said returning to the young man. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ he muttered, staggering to his feet. 
 
    ‘That’s yes, master, to you.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    I wasn’t being sadistic for the sake of it, but I wanted the little shit to know that I wasn’t letting him off easy for what he had done. 
 
    ‘Start walking.’ 
 
    We returned to the tree, Coron walking ahead of Ariadne and I as we followed him with our weapons drawn. 
 
    ‘I’ve gone to the trouble of looting the bodies, Jack,’ Alorion said, passing the spoils to me. ‘I’ve stacked the rusted weapons in the stable, but a few things stood out.’ 
 
    Acquired: 
 
    46GP 
 
    Map x1 
 
    Potion of Haste 
 
    Spell: Arcane Blast 
 
    My gold counter ticked up to almost 700GP. The other three items captured my interest quickly, but I would have to deal with them later. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Alorion,’ I nodded. ‘Ariadne, would you mind healing our captive?’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure, master? He tried to kill us.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ 
 
    ‘What are we doing?’ Alorion whispered at my side while Ariadne got to work. ‘I must agree with our lady friend. Were it not for the defences we would now be dead.’ 
 
    ‘Do you have dogs in Agraria?’ 
 
    ‘Dogs?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘We do, but there are much more ferocious beasts that we could feed him t-’ 
 
    ‘I’m not interested in feeding him to anybody,’ I laughed. ‘There’s an expression in my world. Why have a dog and bark yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Are you asking me?’ 
 
    ‘No, it just means that if you have somebody to do the difficult work for you, why bother doing it yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh…’ Alorion smiled. ‘I think I see what you are getting at. You are going to make Ariadne do some difficult work.’ 
 
    ‘What? No. I’m going to make Coron do it.’ 
 
    After Ariadne had him patched up, I offered Coron a drink from the well to quench his thirst, and even a little leftover corn from the night before. 
 
    ‘Why are you being so nice to me?’ He asked. ‘This feels like a last meal.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to need to keep your strength up.’ 
 
    ‘For what?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a grave to dig for your buddies over there. Oh, and a stable to clear of horseshit.’ 
 
    In any other situation he would have probably complained, but not a word came out of his mouth except for- 
 
    ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, and don’t try and make a run for it. If you do, my friend here will aim much higher with those knives of hers. She’s a pretty good shot, if you hadn’t realised already.’ 
 
    Ariadne was more than willing to supervise Coron in his duties for the day, which started with hauling the bodies of his fellow bandits off our land. 
 
    ‘Digging the graves of his own companions,’ Alorion remarked. ‘A devious move, but a necessary one.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, it could be worse. I could make him dig his own grave.’ 
 
    ‘He may yet need to. What are we going to do with him when we’re finished with him?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll figure that out when the time comes.’ 
 
    ‘Would you consider making him a member of the tribe?’ 
 
    ‘The guy who tried to kill us? I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Then he becomes a slave.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah,’ I interjected. ‘Nobody’s using the s-word. I’m not taking any slaves. We’re never doing that. I don’t care what the other tribes do.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to cross a line, master, but that is technically the definition. He is carrying out forced labour without payment-’ 
 
    ‘As punishment for trying to murder us.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    I saw it one way. I had given him mercy, and in exchange he would do as I said. 
 
    In the meantime, we had other business to attend to. 
 
    I had already built my Water, Stables, Defence and Harvesting Totems. Two more remained. 
 
    Build storage – 15GP – Provides 500 slots of storage space 
 
    ‘Only five hundred slots?’ I said. ‘Considering the cart alone has 300 I would have thought that I would get more for my money.’ 
 
    ‘For 15GP it is a good beginning price, although with the sudden jump in funds that we have made it now seems like a drop in the ocean.’ 
 
    I pressed build and saw the storage house, a squat thatched structure similar to the blacksmiths, pop up before me. 
 
    ‘Structures and services built from the totems can, of course, be upgraded,’ Alorion said. 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘For the right amount of gold, Master Jack, anything can be bought in these lands.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting…’ 
 
    I was more interested, though, in the Building Totem. After spending 20GP creating it, I found myself before another small structure. 
 
    Inside was a large, heavyset wooden table, upon which sat the largest book I had ever seen. It was a leather-backed volume the size of the kitchen sink in one of my old apartments, spanning to twice the size as I pulled back the cover and looked at the first page. 
 
    The parchment was blank until a few seconds passed and ink scrawled itself magically down the page. Pressing my hand against it, another window popped up before me. 
 
    Build small livestock pen 
 
    Build basic shack 
 
    Build wood family home 
 
    Build stone family home 
 
    By each of the four options were requirements – varying quantities of wood and stone, and various other materials. 
 
    ‘I don’t need to worry about this until we have some more members in our tribe, but it’s good to know that we can house people should the time come.’ 
 
    ‘The brick will be expensive to purchase, though.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Guess we’re just going to have to harvest a whole lot of corn. At least I’ve got somebody to help with that now.’ 
 
    ‘It would seem that this assassination attempt was not the worst thing to happen to us.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ I smiled. ‘There’s something else, too.’ 
 
    I retrieved the three items from my inventory that Alorion had found and set them down on the table. 
 
    Map x1 
 
    Potion of Haste 
 
    Spell: Arcane Blast 
 
    The map comprised of a worn, tattered piece of parchment, similar in size to the book. It was covered with messy scrawls indicating various locations. 
 
    ‘There’s the trading post,’ I pointed out, seeing it marked at the edge of the map. ‘Which means that we’re over here off the edge.’ 
 
    I studied it further. Expanses of forest separated us from other small sections of land claimed by other tribes, but based on the key the closest was fifteen miles away, and nothing to worry about. 
 
    Based on that I could figure out that the map covered around fifty square miles, including something that caught my attention more than the other markers. 
 
    ‘Ichabod’s Cove,’ I read. ‘It doesn’t seem to belong to a tribe based on these markings.’ I returned to the other objects. ‘And what about these? Potion of Haste and Spell: Arcane Blast.’ The first the form of a vial of glowing blue liquid, while the latter was a scroll of parchment consisting of a series of words written in another language. 
 
    ‘My knowledge regarding specific potions is limited, but they tend to do as they say. Spell scrolls can be used to learn magical abilities, but they require a necromancer in order to be learned.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one person I know who can fill us in.’ 
 
    As we returned to the heat of the early morning we crossed paths with Ariadne, who was doing a damn fine job of directing Coron to the second of the four bodies. 
 
    ‘You move pretty slow, huh?’ I said. 
 
    ‘You ever tried to carry a corpse several hundred yards before?’ 
 
    ‘I have. Pick up the pace. But before you do, I need some information.’ 
 
    Coron proceeded to divulge everything that I wanted to know. The map was accurate, he said, and the potion and the scroll had been acquired during one of their previous lootings, and did exactly as they said. 
 
    ‘The potion lets you run quickly for a short period of time, depending on how much you drink. And that spell scroll can be used to learn Arcane Blast. One of the others told me about it. It’s like an attack. I don’t know anything else about it.’ 
 
    ‘And this Ichabod’s Cove place,’ I continued. ‘You ever been?’ 
 
    ‘Once, a few months back. 
 
    ‘What can you tell me about it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s a neutral zone, like the trading post a few miles out. Filled with mercenaries and drunks and traders and sailors.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s an actual port?’ 
 
    ‘It gives passage to the Torken River. Allows movement through half of Agraria.’ 
 
    Ideas were already forming in my head for our next movements, but I had to be smart about it. 
 
    While Coron continued with his duties, burying the bodies in the forest beyond our lands and cleaning the stables out, I got to work harvesting another batch of corn from the fields. 
 
    It was honest work, and I wasn’t going to be the kind of leader who ordered his minions about while putting his feet up. 
 
    I hoped not, anyway. 
 
    A few hours later the work was completed, and I afforded Coron some corn and water. It was still before midday. 
 
    ‘Here’s the plan,’ I started. ‘Coron is going to continue harvesting corn while Alorion keeps an eye on him.’ 
 
    ‘Am I the best person for such a job? My combat abilities are quite limited.’ 
 
    ‘Not to worry. I repositioned the remaining bombs to line the next section that needs harvesting. If he tries anything, feel free to set them off.’ 
 
    Coron’s eyes went wide with fear. The truth was that I hadn’t set the bombs up at all. That wasn’t even how they worked. I had disabled the remaining bombs in between harvesting corn and stowed them in my inventory 
 
    But Coron didn’t know that. 
 
    ‘Which brings me to my next point,’ I continued, turning to Coron. ‘What can you tell me about this camp of yours? The one where you and your bandit friends were holding up.’ 
 
    ‘There are a three still on guard. They will be wondering where we are at this point.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely three? A few hours ago you told me that they were all dead. If you’re lying I’m going to come back here and make you dig your own fucking grave.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely three, master.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Grab the sickle and start swinging.’ 
 
    Coron did so while Alorion kept an eye on him, but I caught him before he took off to sit atop the blacksmiths. 
 
    ‘Ariadne and I are going to raid the bandits’ camp and see if there’s anything of value that we can take. It’ll give me a chance to brush up on my sword skills too. Keep both eyes on Coron.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘And if he manages to fill the cart before we get back, feel free to head to the trading post to unload the corn. A little more gold never goes to waste. The kid won’t dare to make a run for it.’ 
 
    After stowing away the items in my inventory, I finished getting dressed, equipped my sword in its scabbard at my waist for a quickdraw, and headed to the trail with Ariadne by my side. 
 
    ‘This is a first for me,’ I said. 
 
    ‘What is?’ Ariadne replied. 
 
    ‘Fighting alongside somebody who I just had sex with.’ 
 
    ‘In the bedroom I am yours, Master Jack. But when it comes to the wilds I can be a formidable fighter, at least at a distance. Up close I am not as sharp but still able.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ 
 
    I retrieved the map from my inventory and examined it. 
 
    ‘It’s around six miles that way,’ I pointed into the forest to the North-West. ‘There’s a path a mile or so before the trading post that goes in that direction, so hopefully we should be able to find our way there without running into any trouble. And we should be able to do it quickly, presuming this thing works.’ 
 
    I pocketed the map in my shirt and retrieved the Potion of Haste from my inventory. 
 
    ‘How long can you run for?’ 
 
    ‘Miles, master.’ 
 
    ‘Me too, but usually with 80lbs on my back. Without all that weight I should be fine, but I’m probably nowhere near as fast as you.’ I unstopped the bottle and smelled the liquid. It was odourless. 
 
    I had no idea how much of this mystery substance I was supposed to drink. I trusted nothing in this world completely. 
 
    ‘Bottoms up.’ 
 
    I drank down a quarter of the vial and handed it to Ariadne, who drank another quarter. 
 
    I stoppered it again and stored it. 
 
    ‘How do you feel, master?’ 
 
    ‘Okay… I think. Let’s just get moving.’ 
 
    We started at a jog along the path. For Ariadne it was a leisurely pace, but I knew my best speed and I was fast reaching it. 
 
    Ariadne laughed as she sped up a little, looking back at me cheekily. I may have been her master, but she was a foxgirl at heart and playful in that respect. 
 
    And then it hit me. 
 
    A surge of energy coursed through the muscles in my legs. I drew a deep breath which seemed endless, my lungs continuing to fill with air without hitting a peak. 
 
    I caught up with Ariadne as an impressed laugh escaped my lungs with the inevitable exhale. Suddenly we were sprinting along the path at an insane speed, kicking up dust behind us in waves with every one of our innumerable footsteps. 
 
    A mile passed without me even noticing – this was Olympic level speed, but somehow I was maintaining it. 
 
    The forest around me turned into a green and brown blur. We only just managed to veer off north-east along the path before the trading post. 
 
    We sprinted until the trail began to fade, eventually pushing against leaves and shrubbery. It had been a straight shot since taking the new path, and to the best of my knowledge we weren’t far from the bandits’ camp. 
 
    In the last few days I had only moved between the land of my tribe and the trading post, and now that we were moving through the thickness of the forest I finally realised just how untamed this world was. 
 
    The tribes that were scattered across these lands may have commanded their own varying levels of power, but the land that surrounded my own was unoccupied – at least by beings that could speak. 
 
    ‘Alorion told me that there are creatures out here,’ I said to Ariadne as we pressed on through the undergrowth. 
 
    ‘This is true, Master Jack. Most are pleasant and harmless so long as you do not disturb them. The predators are a different matter.’ 
 
    ‘Predators?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. There are beasts at the top of every food chain, and the forests of Agraria are no different. Let us hope we do not run into them.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope,’ I repeated, holding my breath. 
 
    After another half a mile the forest began to thin a little. Past the trunks ahead I could see a relatively large clearing. 
 
    We slowed and scanned the view ahead, brushing past more trunks and low branches before getting a clear sight of the space. 
 
    Amongst the trees were a few tents surrounding a lightly smoking campfire. Just as Coron had said, there were three bandits in sight, two eating around the fire and a third taking a piss on the other side of the clearing. 
 
    ‘Two knives, two bandits. Think you can take them?’ 
 
    ‘I shall try. What about the third?’ 
 
    ‘I need to do some of the work, don’t I? Besides, I need the practice. I don’t have my gun anymore.’ 
 
    Ariadne readied her knives, I drew my sword, and we burst through the treeline. 
 
    The potion had worn off, but Ariadne didn’t need it. She was five yards from the camp when the men saw her, by which point her shot was clear. 
 
    The first knife left her hand. The blade struck one of the bandits square in the forehead before he had any idea what was going on, sending him crashing back into his tent and ripping it down. 
 
    The second flew but missed its mark, whipping over the second bandit’s head and taking a few hairs with it. 
 
    ‘By the gods! Raoul!’ 
 
    The pissing bandit spun around and yelled out incoherently, pulling up his breeches. 
 
    The other seated bandit drew a woodcutting axe from his side, staggering to his feet and making his way towards me. He stood a few inches higher than me and at least a foot wider, bearing a brute strength that could take me on. 
 
    One thing you never see in the movies is how fights actually go down. They’re never choreographed or smooth or aesthetic. They’re messy and awkward and bloody. 
 
    Especially when you don’t have a gun. 
 
    Ariadne sprinted past us and snatched up the knife from the head of the dead bandit. She took aim at the bandit pulling up his breeches on the other side of the clearing. 
 
    ‘You little bitch!’ 
 
    He was tall and skinny, giving much less surface area to strike. Ariadne was a damn good shot, but she wasn’t that good. 
 
    Especially when the target was okay with getting hurt. 
 
    He threw up a hand as the knife went for his chest. It sliced straight through his palm. He released a yelp, but he was still standing. 
 
    The bandit yanked the knife from his hand with a spray of blood, took command of it and made towards her. 
 
    She had no trouble keeping him at a distance, which left me to deal with my guy. 
 
    Her second knife was lost somewhere in the tent that belonged to the other remaining bandit – the huge one staggering towards me with his woodcutter’s axe in hand. 
 
    ‘Let’s go, big guy,’ I said, commanding the weight of my sword. I felt stronger and more alert this time compared to my first fight on the trail. 
 
    He swung the axe back over his shoulder and swiped at me. I dodged back and went forward with my sword, but on the rebound I caught his weapon instead of him – the axe flew from his hands. I had an opening. 
 
    I mustered my strength and swung again. This time I made contact with his hands rather than his body. He grabbed hold of the blade in his huge hands, taking control of it. 
 
    I tried desperately to rip it from his strong grasp as blood trickled over his hands and dripped to the ground, but the anger in his face was too intense. 
 
    He gritted his teeth and seized total control. The sword pulled from my grip, and he threw it behind him. 
 
    Reaching up his bloody hands, he wrapped them around my neck and lifted me into the air. 
 
    Already I could feel the life being choked out of me. 
 
    There was no way I was going out like this. 
 
    Grabbing hold of his overshirt, I pulled myself to him and slammed my forehead against his. The hit left him in a daze long enough for me to bring my legs up and kick him in the chest. 
 
    I pulled free from his grasp and we both went in different directions, slamming against the ground. 
 
    I jumped up fast and dashed for my sword. The moment my fingers clamped around the handle I turned, swung and sliced my blade at him. The tip of the blade slashed through his face and into his neck, and blood began to spurt into the air. 
 
    The pissing bandit was still chasing Ariadne. In contrast to the man about to die by my feet it was almost funny – he was desperately chasing after Ariadne in his drunken state, but he was no match for her. She was literally running in casual circles, and the bandit was struggling to even walk after her. 
 
    I approached them, hoping that I would be able to talk it over with him, but I was having no luck along that course of action. 
 
    Seeing a new target approaching, he turned to me with the throwing knife raised like a dagger and made for me with a drunken yell. 
 
    I swung my longsword and sliced his arm clean off. It and the knife hit the ground and he fell back, squealing like a pig – not that I exactly blamed him. 
 
    ‘I think it is my turn to do the honors,’ she breathed. She took up her bloody knife from the bandit’s severed arm and stood over him, looking him dead in the eye as she plunged it into his chest, puncturing his heart. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I muttered quietly to myself. 
 
    I may not have been a stranger to death, but that was beyond cold. 
 
    Ariadne pulled her knife away and retrieved the second from the tents, cleaning them off with a rag she had recovered on the way back to me. 
 
    ‘You okay?’ I said. 
 
    ‘Well, thank you, master,’ she said casually. 
 
    ‘That was… Impressive.’ 
 
    ‘What was?’ 
 
    ‘Killing that guy.’ 
 
    ‘There is no sense in letting someone suffer, even if they are an enemy.’ 
 
    She had a point. Even if it had been brutal to watch, there was a real empathy hidden somewhere in her actions. And who was I to judge, anyway – I had done the exact same thing back at our land. 
 
    Through the rustling breeze I suddenly heard something cry out. It hadn’t come from one of the men – they were all dead, and it was too calculated to belong to an animal. 
 
    ‘Do you hear that?’ 
 
    Ariadne turned her head to the side, her long fox ears twitching. 
 
    ‘There is something nearby.’ 
 
    I wasn’t crazy – the cries were real. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I called out. ‘Is somebody out there?’ 
 
    I listened intently until the quiet of the clearing was broken. 
 
    ‘… re over here!... Woods…!’ 
 
    Keeping my sword drawn, I headed towards the forest in the direction of the shouts. 
 
    This section was the thickest area that surrounded the clearing. Leaves and branches were bulked together copiously. 
 
    ‘These were placed here,’ I realised. ‘They’re covering something up.’ 
 
    Together we pulled away the vines and leaves and broken branches that covered whatever the bandits had been trying to hide. The more we removed the louder the cries of help grew. 
 
    Finally the manipulated shrubbery gave onto a large cage covered in a ragged, dirty sheet. I examined it for a moment, determining that there were no traps rigged, and pulled it away. 
 
    ‘Christ…’ I muttered. ‘I’d say this is a new low, but it’s the second time I’ve seen it since I got here.’ 
 
    A middle-aged humanoid couple were crouched within the cage. There skin was blue and white, dotted and patched majestically with the colors which almost seemed to be glowing in the shade. 
 
    ‘Please… Please do not hurt us.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not going to hurt you,’ I said firmly. ‘Are you both all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, only filled with thirst.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s the lock?’ 
 
    The man pointed it out to me on the opposite side of the cage. I rounded to it, and with a few sharp and calculated overhead strikes with my sword it broke. 
 
    ‘What happened to you?’ I asked as we led the two out and into the bandits’ clearing. 
 
    ‘Our home was raided weeks ago by those bastards that you just killed. My wife and I lived a secluded life, but apparently not secluded enough.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t your tribe protect you?’ 
 
    ‘We are not part of any tribe. We…’ 
 
    They shot each other an unsubtle look of conference. 
 
    ‘You can tell me.’ 
 
    ‘We were exiled from our race’s tribe for seeking to be married. It is against our culture.’ 
 
    ‘That’s it?’ I exclaimed. ‘What a bunch of assholes…’ 
 
    Then, the obvious thought struck me. 
 
    ‘Do you want to join a tribe?’ 
 
    ‘I do not think so. I and my wife are endlessly grateful to you for saving us, but the ways of tribes are dangerous. We were almost killed out here.’ 
 
    ‘Because of these idiots,’ I said pointing over my shoulder with my thumb, ‘who you don’t have to worry about anymore. Listen, my tribe isn’t like that. You can have a place to live, a real home, and a sense of safety, as long as you contribute and help with day to day activities.’ 
 
    The couple shared another look before the man turned back to me and held out a hand. 
 
    I took it, and the window I had seen with Ariadne appeared before us. They accepted the invitation. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    On the way back to my tribal lands we made a detour to the trading post to pick up some medicine. A few hours had passed, and while I still had enough Potion of Haste to get back to our land by Ariadne’s side, there was no sense in leaving behind our new members. 
 
    Their names were Tormus and Eri, and beyond what they had already told us there wasn’t much else to say. They were farmers back at their tribe, and were friendly enough. Simple people trying to live a simple life. 
 
    But that was how it was out here. There was no internet, no mass communication, no instant access to knowledge in this world. Despite the game-like digital interfaces that appeared before me during interactions, Agraria was like heading to a tropical society 600 years ago in terms of technological advancements. 
 
    After trading off the junk from the bandits’ settlement, I picked up the medicine and let Ariadne heal some small wounds I had from the fight in an out-of-the-way spot. 
 
    Searching my surroundings to distract myself from the occasional pain, I heard a familiar voice. 
 
    ‘Jack! Master Jack!... Move, you turd!’ 
 
    Alorion appeared through the crowd atop the horse and cart, with Coron trailing alongside, bound by his wrists. 
 
    ‘Alorion? You got finished quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Our new captive… Uhh… Friend… Works quickly when the prospect of being blown up is at hand.’ 
 
    ‘Well that’s great for us.’ 
 
    ‘Yes and no. Prices for corn have dropped considerably.’ 
 
    ‘To what?’ 
 
    ‘0.2GP per stack.’ 
 
    ‘0.2? How the hell is that possible?’ 
 
    ‘Corn is in abundance in this area. We took advantage of a brief shortage for a few days, but there are now considerable stores. There is little demand for it at present.’ 
 
    That was an 80% drop. What would have previously brought us 300GP would now bring us 60. 
 
    That would pay for medicine in the event that there was an attack during shipping. It wasn’t even worth the risk of taking the trip to the trading post. 
 
    ‘Make the sale anyway,’ I said. ‘Keep a stack for dinner, though. We’ve got some new members to feed.’ 
 
    With Ariadne’s guidance I picked up some more meat for dinner, and the six of us headed back to our land. 
 
    As we headed back I couldn’t help but look around at the people who I now called my companions. We were like a group from some post-apocalyptic TV show. 
 
    A military pilot from another dimension. A green, naked imp. A foxgirl who was a kickass fighter and a complete freak in bed. Two displaced humanoids who I had just met. And Coron, a captive bandit; even if he wasn’t a member of my tribe, I still had a responsibility towards him. 
 
    Back at the land we cooked up some dinner and feasted beneath the shade of the tree. Despite the deliciousness of the food, I couldn’t help but dwell on the drop in the price of corn. 
 
    It was our main source of income. We had a decent amount saved up and we wouldn’t starve to death, but corn, even when seasoned, got old quickly, and I had new tribal members to feed – and house. 
 
    Alorion went to the trouble of feeding Coron while he was tied up, which was both strange and hilarious to watch. 
 
    After we finished up Ariadne climbed the stairs to our room while Alorion bound Coron to the trunk. 
 
    ‘You can’t seriously expect me to sleep like this, can you?’ He complained. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Master Jack?’ Eri said, heading up to me meekly. ‘I don’t wish to be rude, but why is this young man tied up?’ 
 
    ‘He tried to kill us,’ I said, turning to look Coron in the eye. ‘Twice. He was a member of the bandits that raided your home.’ 
 
    ‘And yet you feed him?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve executed somebody once today already,’ I said. ‘Once was enough. I’m not doing it again. But I promise that he won’t hurt you.’ 
 
    Eri nodded apprehensively at me. Tormus didn’t say a word or make a motion, apart from one; his fist clenched hard, so hard that I wondered whether his nails would slice his palms open. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ I continued, ‘let’s build you two a home.’ 
 
    Alorion had scuttled off into his hideaway, leaving me to figure it out for myself. 
 
    I headed to the Building Totem and selected the option to build basic shack. 
 
    The totem had a small inventory built in to it, just as the stable and harvesting shed did, and within was enough wood to building the starting structure. After taking the necessary resources, a square patch of blue light appeared, nine by nine feet, with the build button floating in the air right before me. 
 
    ‘So where would you like your home to be?’ I said, turning to Tormus and Eri. 
 
    ‘You are giving us the choice, master?’ Eri asked. 
 
    ‘It’s only temporary,’ I said. ‘We’ll build you something sturdier in the future, but all the same.’ 
 
    We headed into the field amongst the corn and decided on a spot together, slightly north-eastern towards the forest but only around fifty yards from my own home. 
 
    I pressed build, and a series of nine grids appeared on the ground. I held my breath, wondering how complicated this was going to be, but at the edge of the closest square a transparent wooden panel began to flash. 
 
    I entered my inventory and retrieved a panel of wood, watching it land in my hands suddenly. 
 
    There’s no way it’s this easy… 
 
    I lined the wood panel up with the transparent panel and released my rip. Just like a magnet, it fell into place and sank into the ground. 
 
    ‘No way,’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘What is it, master?’ Tormus asked. 
 
    ‘I just... Didn’t think it would be that easy.’ 
 
    ‘Tribal lands benefit from different rules to the rest of the land. They function in different ways.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me…’ 
 
    I wasn’t even going to try and begin to understand it. All that was left to do was build. 
 
    Tormus and I got started while Eri began to examine the crops, already plotting out her system of farming. 
 
    ‘My wife’s speciality is taming the earth. Mine is firmly divided between labouring and farming. I am reasonable at both, but admittedly exceptional at neither.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… Pretty honest of you.’ 
 
    ‘What good is there in this world if a man cannot be honest?’ 
 
    ‘True.’ I paused the conversation as we continued quickly with our work. That lasted for a few minutes before I had to broach the topic. ‘Would you be honest in responding to any question I asked you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Are you planning on killing me or any of my friends while we sleep tonight?’ 
 
    ‘… Master?’ 
 
    ‘You said you would be honest. Answer the question, Tormus.’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, master. I and Eri have sworn ourselves as citizens of your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I seriously didn’t think that you would answer any other way.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Are you planning on murdering Coron after night falls?’ 
 
    Tormus halted in his positioning of another panel of wood. He looked up at me slowly. 
 
    I had faced death more than a few times over the last few days, but this moment was more intense than any other that I had experienced. 
 
    And Tormus wasn’t responding. 
 
    ‘Are you?’ 
 
    He gulped. 
 
    ‘He… He destroyed my home. Took my things. Put my wife in a cage like some kind of feral animal.’ 
 
    ‘I know, and I’m sorry all of that happened. I’ve seen to it that every single one of them has been killed. Hell, four of their bodies are buried just past our border.’ 
 
    ‘Every single one of them… Except for him.’ 
 
    ‘Not 12 hours ago I killed one of them in cold blood. He was on the floor begging for mercy and I gutted him like a fish. They tried to kill us, too. But not Coron. He’s just… Misguided. Or stupid. He’s in with the wrong crowd. He’s made a few stupid decisions, but for somebody in his position I don’t really blame him.’ 
 
    ‘You intend for him to become a member of this tribe?’ 
 
    ‘No. Tomorrow he’ll be gone from these lands forever. That I can promise you – as long as you promise me that he’ll still be alive in the morning when I wake.’ 
 
    Tormus stared me ambiguously in the eyes before looking over his shoulder to where Eri was whistling among the crops, examining the area. 
 
    Then, he looked past me to where Coron resided beneath the tree. 
 
    After a long, protracted silence between us, a moment so quiet that I could hear the corn leaves nearby rustling against each other as a light breeze swept by us, Tormus nodded. 
 
    We continued in the construction of their temporary home in silence until it was completed. It was rudimentary and small, but stable enough to suitably house two people, or three at a push. 
 
    ‘Goodnight.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight, master.’ 
 
    Tormus called for Eri, and as the sky became dashed with purple I crossed through the field of corn and back to the treehouse. 
 
    Coron was tied up tightly, sleeping against the trunk where Alorion had left him. I ascended the stairs and entered my home, comforted by the sight of Ariadne sleeping in our bed.  
 
    So this was a permanent thing – she wanted me, and I definitely wanted her. 
 
    In the interest of a little more space, I dragged our second bed across the room to create a makeshift double-bed. 
 
    I undressed and laid above the sheets in my underwear. 
 
    I was done worrying about Tormus and Coron. This was an exercise of trust. It was beyond my control now. This would be Tormus’s vetting to see if he would remain a member of the tribe. 
 
    Ariadne turned in her sleep and wrapped her arms around me, nuzzling into my broad chest as the fur on her ears tickled my skin. 
 
    She was a fierce fighter, but like almost everybody she sought out comfort. I had been humbled by her generosity, surprised by her abilities and finally enthralled with the affection she had given me – if fucking like animals could be called affection. 
 
    This was, though. Having her by my side while we slept was a comforting relief to the obstacles that confronted me during the day. 
 
    I could handle the violence and the fighting, but being a leader too? It came with its own bag of problems and issues to work through. I had to know when to step in and when to let things play out. 
 
    I had to exert dominance, but know when to let my citizens go about their daily activities. I wasn’t going to micromanage. Everybody had different specialities and skills, and it was important to put them to good use. 
 
    But my mind wouldn’t be able to broach any of that stuff if it was exhausted. 
 
    I indulged in the comfort of Ariadne’s body, pulling her closer to me and closing my eyes. 
 
    I hoped that I wouldn’t hear the sounds of screaming in the night. 
 
    *** 
 
    A hand reached out through the darkness of my dreams. It hovered in the air brushing against my cheek briefly, softly. 
 
    Suddenly its fingers clenched hard around my throat, pressing down on me, squeezing the life from my lungs. 
 
    I yelled out, shuddering awake and sitting up sharply. Despite being naked and atop the covers, my body was streaked with sweat and my fringe matted to my forehead. 
 
    ‘Master Jack?’ Ariadne said, running one of her soft hands down my arm and sitting up. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I gulped. ‘I’m fine.’ I took a few deep breaths and looked around the dimly lit room. 
 
    ‘Was it a gloomhunter?’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘It is the name we give to the monsters that haunt our minds when we sleep.’ 
 
    I managed to smile and laid back down on the bed. 
 
    ‘We call them nightmares in my world. Same thing.’ 
 
    ‘Many say that the forest brings them, that tiny creatures we cannot see fly into our ears and deliver them to our minds. If your mind is sound and free of guilt then you will be free of them, but if you are plagued by guilt they will have no trouble invading your thoughts.’ 
 
    ‘Guess that means I’m in trouble.’ 
 
    ‘You are plagued by dark thoughts, master?’ 
 
    ‘No…’ I said, raising my hand to the silver locket around my neck and rolling it into my palm. ‘Only some of the time.’ 
 
    ‘As a tribe master everything else comes second. Your duty is protect your lands and your people, to build a home for yourself and others.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like the noblest pastime a man could ask for. You know, back before I arrived here, I had this idea that I would save enough money to get away from the rest of civilisation, to… live in the wilds. I could be self-sufficient. I could live off the land in peace, away from the craziness of the world. I guess that kind of came true.’ 
 
    ‘Being in the wilderness on your own sounds lonely.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I smiled. 
 
    The sun was starting to slip through the canopy overhead. I pulled away from the bed, got dressed and headed for the door. 
 
    I had no idea what would await me at the base of the tree. But what I did find would tell me what kind of a person Tormus was; one that I could trust, or one that I would need to… 
 
    Truth be told, I had no idea what I would do if Coron was dead. I would cross that bridge when I came to it, but it was approaching mighty fast. 
 
    I exited into Agraria’s early morning sunlight and set my eyes on Coron as I descended the steps. 
 
    He was on his side and facing away from me. His wrists and ankles were still bound and he wasn’t moving. 
 
    That six-yard walk was one of the longest that I had ever faced. I rounded to Coron’s side and saw his face. His eyes were clasped shut. 
 
    Fearing the worst, I took a deep breath and dug the tip of my boot into his stomach lightly. 
 
    With a solid nudge, he stuttered awake. 
 
    ‘Mm…’ He muttered groggily. ‘What is it?’ 
 
    I mentally thanked whichever deity was listening and nodded to myself. 
 
    ‘We’re making a trip today,’ I said. ‘Prepare yourself.’ 
 
    ‘That would be much easier if I wasn’t tied up, master.’ 
 
    I called for Alorion a few minutes later, while Ariadne joined us shortly after. 
 
    ‘Here’s the plan,’ I said. ‘We’re going to make a trip to Ichabod’s Cove. There are more than a few things that I need to resolve, and this place seems the best in which to do it.’ 
 
    ‘What do we need to complete?’ Alorion asked. 
 
    ‘I need a necromancer to help me with this spell scroll that we found. I also need some construction materials and anything else there could provide us with income opportunities. With the depression in the corn prices we need to get things back on track.’ 
 
    ‘Wise,’ Alorion said. ‘We have plenty of land to make use of.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. The bandits may be gone, too, but we need to look at further defensive strategies. We’ve started to make some noise, and I don’t know how long we can keep quiet. Either way, we do what we can to keep our heads down. And speaking of the bandits…’ I looked over at Coron. ‘We’re taking him with us.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that, master?’ Ariadne asked inquisitively. 
 
    ‘I can’t keep him here. I won’t make a slave out of him, but he can’t be a member of this tribe. We’ll figure out what to do with him when we get to the cove.’ 
 
    I looked out at the rows of corn that surrounded us. Just like a videogame, the crops grew in jolts, replenishing in days. It was a dream to those starving, but this much abundance had been its own downfall. I had to replace it with something else, something that was more desired by traders – I just didn’t know what. 
 
    But I knew who would know. 
 
    ‘I’ll be right back. Prep the horse and cart, and prep our canteens and some corn for the journey. We set off as soon as we’re ready.’ 
 
    I crossed through the corn to Tormus and Eri’s shack. To my surprise they were already awake – Tormus was removing weeds from the patch surrounding the house while Eri was preparing the nearby ground for a small row of plants and crops. 
 
    We bid each other good morning, and from Tormus there wasn’t even a look regarding our conversation from the night before. It was done, and we were past it. 
 
    ‘You two start early, huh?’ 
 
    ‘The day is a blessing master,’ Eri said. ‘We must drink up as much of its glory as we can.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ I smiled. ‘There’s water in the well if you need it. I and my companions will be heading out for the day, and we will be taking our prisoner with us. What I really came over to ask for was your knowledge.’ 
 
    ‘Our knowledge, master?’ Tormus said. 
 
    ‘You mentioned yesterday that Eri is a specialist with farming.’ I turned to her. ‘Is that true?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not a specialist, but I would like to think I am quite familiar with the subject.’ 
 
    ‘The price of corn has dropped. I’m looking to replace it with something else. Have you got any suggestions?’ 
 
    ‘Why, yes. Several, actually. Would you care to take a look?’ 
 
    I sat by Eri on a blanket she had laid down upon the dried dirt. Before us, neatly arranged on two separate pieces of cloth, were two piles of seeds. 
 
    ‘This is tomato seed,’ she said. ‘It produces-’ 
 
    ‘I know what tomatoes are,’ I smiled. ‘How much do you have?’ 
 
    ‘Enough for a few rows. We can spread and grow, but we can only create a small amount at present.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. What about this?’ 
 
    ‘This is moonseed,’ she said, pointing to the one on the right. ‘It flowers only when Agraria’s moon casts its light upon it, and only when it is full.’ 
 
    ‘What can you tell me about the plant?’ 
 
    ‘It is a crucial ingredient added to many foods to increase its potency. It makes the mind wander and brings a smile to the face of the user.’ 
 
    I nodded to myself, clicking on to what this stuff was. I didn’t know if the people of Agraria had a name for this type of thing, but I knew what I was being told about. 
 
    It was a psychedelic drug. 
 
    ‘Is it widely used?’ 
 
    ‘Across the whole land,’ Tormus added. ‘But it is precarious in its growth. It requires the right conditions, the right nurturing, and only flowers in small amounts.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Eri continued. ‘It is also difficult to expand its growth. Flowering buds only occasionally give off additional seeds. This is why it is so rare, and what makes it so valuable.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we were getting 1GP for a stack of 10 portions of corn. Now its 0.2. How much is moonseed worth?’ 
 
    ‘10GP.’ 
 
    ‘Per stack?!’ 
 
    ‘Per portion, Master Jack.’ 
 
    My eyes went wide at the prospect. 30 of these little seeds, properly grown and harvested, would bring in the same amount of gold as 3000 portions of corn. 
 
    But this was different. It wasn’t about hacking ferociously at stalks until my muscles ached. It took time and care and attention to detail. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said slowly. ‘Tormus, I want you to start uprooting corn. Place it in storage and begin planting whatever tomato seed we have available in its place. I’ll pick up some more from Ichabod’s Cove if I find any. Eri, start growing the moonseed. I want this to be your focus from now on. Is there anything you need to help them grow?’ 
 
    ‘They crave warthog manure,’ Eri said. ‘If you happen to come across any, either from a trader or in your travels, it would be very beneficial.’ 
 
    ‘Got it.’ I nodded to them both and moved to go before spinning on my heel and returning to them. ‘One last thing – are you two armed?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, master,’ Tormus said. ‘The bandits took almost everything we had save for these seeds.’ 
 
    I retrieved the worn sword and worn axe that I had taken from the bandits and leaned them up against the shack. 
 
    ‘Just in case you need them,’ I added. ‘We are pretty well-hidden out here, but you never know what lurks in the wilds. They’re not strong weapons but they’ll do the job. We’ll be back as soon as possible.’ 
 
    At the opposite end of the land to the road that led to the trading post was another road. It was just as well-covered by shrubbery and branches, and after guiding the horse and cart through and finding the right direction, we were well on our way to our destination. 
 
    ‘Seeing as this is a long journey,’ I started. ‘Now would be a great time to ask about Agraria. I hardly know a thing about this place that I’ve been pulled into.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing at all, master?’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘Well, beyond starter information and being a closet-warmonger, and a hell of an advisor, Alorion’s knowledge is pretty limited. Has Agraria always been split up into tribes?’ 
 
    ‘Always, but tribes change,’ she said. ‘Years ago, in the time of my elders, the tribes began to come together into bigger and bigger groups, until eventually there were only three. The Ogrog Nation, M’Kalla and the Rorians. 
 
    ‘Each was led by a fierce tribe master, masters who became more like kings considering their wealth, and their only goal was total domination over Agraria. They feigned agreement for a time until tensions along borders became too much and total war broke out. 
 
    ‘It shook the foundations of Agraria. The kings may have seen themselves as the leaders, but it was fire and smoke and blood that reigned supreme over the land for years.’ 
 
    ‘Who won?’ 
 
    ‘No one. By the end there was nothing left. The land has spent decades recovering from this plight. All seemed lost, but the people of Agraria are strong. All, no matter their race or creed or beliefs, continued to push forwards.’ 
 
    ‘Do you ever think something like that will happen again?’ 
 
    ‘Anything is possible, master. We all try not to repeat our pasts, but sometimes it is inevitable. After the war citizens lived in small collectives that could not even be called tribes.’ 
 
    ‘But they do now, right?’ 
 
    ‘They do, but they are nowhere near as large in size. And a tribe is only as strong as its leader. Some people in Agraria show blind loyalty to their tribal leaders, but others know their power. They know that if a leader is not acting in the tribe’s interest, they can be overthrown.’ 
 
    ‘The same thing happens in my world, at least sometimes,’ I said. ‘I’ll keep that in mind.’ 
 
    ‘Wars rarely happen between tribes anymore, though,’ Ariadne continued. ‘Many alive now remember the damage that was caused. But once those memories fade, things may begin again. It happened to me.’ 
 
    ‘Look on the pleasant side of things,’ Alorion said. ‘You could go insane and set the place on fire before that happens, just like Master Marlo.’ 
 
    ‘That also happens in my world,’ I said. ‘There’s a city called Rome. Still standing now, but 2000 years ago the emperor played a fiddle while it burned to the ground. Some even say that it was the emperor himself who started the fire.’ 
 
    ‘What else can you tell us about your world?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘If my phone still worked I would be able to tell you whatever you wanted to know. Even if I did I wouldn’t have access to the internet here, though…’ 
 
    ‘What is inter-net?’ Alorion asked. 
 
    ‘It was… Like a book in your pocket. And it contained all of the information that everybody had ever gathered, ever.’ 
 
    ‘How would somebody carry a book so large in their pocket?’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t large. You could view it all on something as small as your hand.’ 
 
    ‘Your hand?’ Alorion exclaimed, examining his palm. ‘Not to insult you, Master Jack, but the people in your world must have been half-wits if all of your information could be stored in something as small as your hand… Either that or gigantic hands.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    It was around ten miles to Ichabod’s Cove, and seven of those were spent trying to explain the internet to Ariadne and Alorion. 
 
    Despite the fact that they had digital interfaces in their world, the actual capabilities of them were less about complexity and more about practicality. 
 
    They were impressive to look at and use, but the tasks they carried out were basic when I thought about it; build something, trade something, agree to something. 
 
    In the final few miles leading up to the cove the road became not only wider but busier. Various caravans with groups of traders were all heading in the same direction. 
 
    Little mind was paid to us, and we gave very little to them, but in the presence of so many people dotted along the path we all kept our guard up. 
 
    ‘You ever been to this place before, Ariadne?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot say that I have, master, but I have heard of it.’ 
 
    It was early afternoon when the trees began to thin, letting in the searing sunlight. We had been moving on an incline for some time and I could always see the road ahead, but now it was beginning to level, and up ahead all I could see was the immaculate blueness of the sky. 
 
    There seemed to be a gigantic misshapen doorframe that framed the way up ahead, right at the point where the land tapered off. 
 
    As we got closer I had to stop my mouth from falling open at what it actually was. We were stepping through the upper half of a gigantic jaw bone that once belonged to some huge sea-faring monster. 
 
    I ventured to say a whale, but I had seen them in the wild before, and this was twice as big. 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Alorion announced. 
 
    The shadow of the jawbone passed as we moved beneath it, and I looked out at Ichabod’s Cove. 
 
    We were standing on a cliff edge that looked out onto a cove a quarter of a mile long from where we stood to the other side. It was awe-inspiring to look at; the water glistened within a semi-oval that was surrounded by structures of grey and brown brick all built into the cliffside, growing outwards into the water the closer they were to the bottom. 
 
    The water itself was scattered with merchant vessels of varying size, most docked against the lowest level of brick that formed the base of the cove, but with plenty of others anchored in the centre. 
 
    Wood and stone boardwalks were scattered amongst the structures, a disorganised mess of passages and paths and routes from building to building. People bustled from path to path like ants. The only discerning factor between the buildings was the occasional swinging sign hooked above front doors with symbols and indiscernible words inscribed. 
 
    It was one of the most incredible places I had ever seen. 
 
    ‘Marwarga!’ 
 
    The yell came from behind. One of the caravans had been held up by my gaping at the scale of the place, and one of three goblins behind me had quickly lost his temper. 
 
    We moved on, controlling the descent of the horse and cart as we made our way down the cliffside along a series of alternating ramps that moved back and forth several times until we arrived onto the lowest pathway that gave onto the water six or seven yards away. 
 
    In the shade of a large canopy extended from the cliffside were rows of horses and carts chewing on hay and drinking from a huge trough of water. In return for 1GP an elderly man whose skin was drenched in sun-splattered wrinkles took the reins of the horse and hitched it, as well as the cart, to a nearby post. 
 
    After untying Coron’s ankles and pulling him from the back of the cart, I and my party ventured into the depths of Ichabod’s Cove. 
 
    ‘Is there a reason you brought me here?’ Coron asked, looking around at the three of us. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I said flatly. ‘I haven’t got any reason to lie to you.’ 
 
    ‘What… What are you going to do with me?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing bad. I promise.’ 
 
    I had a decent stash of almost 700GP in my inventory, but my to-do list was long enough, and Coron had to be dealt with before we continued. 
 
    I had been hopeful that there would be plenty of traders in the area and I wasn’t wrong, but the ships were a blessing if I had ever seen one, and gave me a whole new idea. 
 
    Ariadne and Alorion looked after Coron while I made my way from boardwalk to boardwalk that connected the ships to the cove’s edge. 
 
    I hadn’t showered in days, but the smells given off by the sailors that guarded the ships made me feel like a clean-freak. Salt and fish and dampness overwhelmed the air, and most of the guards, each a different species to the last, only snarled at me as I passed. 
 
    Finally I met a human sailor who gave me nothing but a curious expression at first. It took a few minutes of straight-talking discussion to come to an agreement. I ushered my companions over, pulling Coron along with them. 
 
    The sailor looked Coron up and down for a few moments before nodding and shaking hands with me. I agreed to the terms and untied Coron. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ He asked sceptically. 
 
    ‘I’m giving you a new home.’ 
 
    ‘With who?’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think?’ 
 
    ‘No… No, not on a merchant ship. I can’t!’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘I get seasick.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, and I’m sick of people trying to murder me. We all have things that make us sick, but sometimes we’ve got to deal with it.’ 
 
    Coron suddenly became shifty. He turned to run. I grabbed him by the collar of his grubby shirt, both of us falling to the ground. 
 
    I grabbed his shirt with both hands and looked him dead in the eye. 
 
    ‘I could have killed you twice already. I could have let somebody else do it last night. In fact, there was a moment where I was considering letting him do it. But I didn’t. Know why? Because I’m the only person in this world who thinks you’re worth something. 
 
    ‘Now it’s not just me. This guy thinks so too. You can do something with your life, man. You can learn a skill. You can become good at something. You can become… somebody. Or you can drift from place to place on the backroads, robbing people until someone pulls a knife and stabs you to death. So what’s it going to be?’ 
 
    Coron’s eyes became wet once again. He was about to cry, but something within his gut stopped him. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I continued. ‘Now get up and stop making an ass out of yourself.’ 
 
    I let go of his collar and stepped back. Coron pushed himself to his feet and gave us one last look before nodding at the captain and heading past him, onto the boat. 
 
    ‘That was a noble thing to do,’ Alorion said. ‘Are you not afraid that he might one day come back? He is one of the only people outside of our tribe who knows where our land is.’ 
 
    ‘He won’t be back. The only reason he did any of that was because he was on a bad path. This will be good for him. Anyway, let’s get to business. We’ve got a lot do.’ 
 
    Together we traversed the rows of the cove, moving amongst the scattered bustlings of wolfen-headed humanoids, of goblins and even creatures that I hadn’t seen at the trading post; elves standing eight-feet tall with impossibly slender bodies and purple-tinged skin, even a trio of satyrs with huge bodies and stern expressions. 
 
    Just like the fights I had been involved with, seeing them in reality was much grislier. Most were not graceful, aesthetic beings – they were hardened, aggressive and defensive, but in a world such as this I couldn’t exactly blame them. 
 
    Among the rabble of stores and merchants we found an open-front stall larger than the others that was supplying building wares. We purchased enough stone and wood to create two stone family homes for 280GP, ferrying it back to the cart in a few trips. Afterwards we found a small farming vendor that provided us with several stacks of tomato seeds and warthog manure for 20GP. 
 
    As we wandered the pathways and routes of the cove, we stopped off at a vendor in a quieter area in the upper levels selling smoked meat sizzling on kebab sticks. I was waytoo hungry not to buy some. 
 
    ‘Should I ask what this is?’ I said, biting into mine before getting an answer. 
 
    ‘Boar,’ Ariadne said. ‘Quite tender, too.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good. I know what boar is.’ 
 
    ‘We do face something of a problem, now,’ Alorion said, chewing happily at his kebab as we looked over the cove from the edge of a row, leaning on the railing. ‘Necromancers are difficult to find. They are not accepted by many due to their powers.’ 
 
    ‘So I’m guessing we can’t find one at any old vendor, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite. We will have to do it some other way.’ 
 
    ‘Information is a commodity just like any other, Master Jack,’ Ariadne added. ‘If we wish to find the location of a necromancer we must perhaps trade something for the knowledge we seek. It’s just a case of where to look.’ 
 
    Finishing our kebabs we continued through more of the cove’s passageways. Among the mass of noise and garbled dealings between traders, vendors and people just having conversations in the street, I heard a song for the first time since I had arrived here. 
 
    The sound of a twanging guitar and a simple, repetitive drumbeat was coming from a nearby building. It was simultaneously hidden and prominent, set back into the shadows of two neighbouring buildings and thriving with life and sound. 
 
    A pair of large saloon doors were the only thing that separated the innards from the outside world. 
 
    Those, and the gigantic, eight-feet tall 390lb humanoid beast that stood outside the door. His arms were crossed over his huge, muscular chest, his entire body barely contained by a shoddy suit minus the waistcoat. 
 
    Above the beast’s head was one of many swinging signs that populated Ichabod’s Cove. Below a faded mural of a goblin with a flagon of mead in hand sat atop a bucking horse were the words The Drunken Steed. 
 
    ‘A troll!’ Ariadne whispered loudly in my ear. ‘It is best that we do not anger him, master. They are irritable in their behaviour.’ 
 
    I wondered if there was some password that we would have to give or if he was going to check us for weapons, but after silently looking the three of us up and down and assessing us to not be a threat, the troll stepped aside. 
 
    A wall of noise hit us the moment we stepped into the tavern. The room was awash with smoke from a herb I had never smelled before and the floor was splattered with liquor and mead. 
 
    A bar manned by a dwarf with a gigantic beard was set against the opposite side of the room. A myriad shelves behind him were lined with half-filled bottles of a hundred different liquids. 
 
    Tables filled with hysterical drinkers of all species were crammed in amongst the tavern floor. It was evident from the laughter and shouting that they were responsible for the half-full bottles. On the right-hand corner was the source of the music; a trio of goblins playing instruments. 
 
    Through the ruckus we crossed to the bar. I ordered a flagon of the house mead which seemed the safest thing on the menu; Ariadne ordered a wine similar to the one we had drank our first night together, while Alorion ordered- 
 
    ‘Morinthian’s,’ Alorion said. 
 
    The bartender shot him a confused look. 
 
    ‘Top shelf. The blue bottle.’ 
 
    The dwarven bartender pulled a small stepladder out from beneath the bar and clambered up it, reaching right to the back to find one of the only full bottles on display. 
 
    ‘You sure, imp?’ He asked gruffly. ‘Even the trolls do not drink this. If I put a naked flame in the neck it would blow the cove into the river.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely, kind sir,’ Alorion replied. He turned to me. ‘This is my favourite drink.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got a gap in your memory for basic locations but you can remember your favourite drink?’ 
 
    ‘Working with Marlo drove me to drink on more than one occasion, I must confess. But it is just one drink. What harm could it do?’ 
 
    A lot, it turned out, but I would find that out later. All I knew now was that water wouldn’t quench my thirst, and aside from the wine that I had shared with Ariadne, I hadn’t had a decent drink in some time. 
 
    A negroni was my usual poison of choice; gin, vermouth rosso and campari atop some ice, a bitter and hard-hitting mix that I couldn’t get enough of, but it would likely be a while before I found how to recreate the taste and potency in this world. 
 
    We took up our drinks while I paid the bartender 2GP. Not bad at all. 
 
    ‘Cheers,’ I said casually, holding my drink up. 
 
    ‘… What?’ Ariadne smiled curiously. 
 
    ‘You know, you knock your glasses together, and then you drink.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you knock your glasses together?’ Alorion asked. 
 
    ‘Because… It doesn’t matter.’ I shook my head and took a hesitant sip of the foamy golden liquid. It was icy cold with a sweet taste and a crisp finish. 
 
    ‘So,’ I continued. ‘Any of these drunks look like the kind of person that could help us out?’ 
 
    We stood out of the focus of the room at the end of the bar. I thought back to every videogame I had played as a kid. 
 
    What do you do when you need information? Ask the one person who speaks to everyone. 
 
    ‘A necromancer?’ The bartender repeated a few moments later. ‘Dangerous stuff. Might wanna keep your voice down when talking about such things. Of course, for a few coins I might be able to divulge some forbidden information.’ 
 
    My head had been turned to the side, one ear facing the dwarf as I listened carefully. When I looked up he was staring back at me and smiling creepily. As if it couldn’t get any worse, he raised and lowered his eyebrows suggestively a few times. 
 
    I shook his hand and sent a few more coins his way. 
 
    ‘Over there,’ he said, nodding at the corner of the room at the opposite end of the bar. 
 
    ‘Over where?’ I asked, stepping out and looking over to where he was indicating. I took a few moments of staring into the darkness to see the figure. 
 
    It was seated at a small table shrouded in shadows. A small, single, half-full glass of a spirit sat on the table before it, and a longbow and brown-leather quiver where hooked over the back of its chair. 
 
    Together we crossed to the table, away from the scattered masses in the bar, and took a seat across from the figure. 
 
    A hood was pulled up around its face, completing shrouding it in darkness. It connected to a long cloak that covered its body. 
 
    ‘The bartender tells me that you’re the one to ask about necromancy.’ 
 
    Silence. The figure didn’t move. 
 
    ‘Are you expecting a bribe just like him?’ 
 
    Another long, protracted moment of silence. Then- 
 
    ‘Funny word, necromancy. Do you know what it means?’ 
 
    ‘Sorcery,’ I replied. ‘Someone who practices magic. That’s what it means in my world, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘The practice of contacting the world of the dead. Because only in the dreams of the dead should such powers exist. Or, at least, that’s what some idiot told me once.’ 
 
    The figure leaned forward into the light and pulled down its hood. Even with the weirdness of the voice I still hadn’t pinned down that I would be face to face with a girl, and a pretty damn hot one at that. 
 
    The girl sitting across the table was around 24 or 25. Purple hair cut in straight dark waves fell down either side of her head, framing a pretty face and a pair of inquisitive hazel eyes atop a mischievous smile. She was human – at least from her face that I could tell. 
 
    ‘So you’re the necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she smiled widely, tight-lipped. ‘But I know where you can find one. Too many people around here tout them as being dangerous people, but really they’re just out to make some coin by training up idiots who end up accidentally setting themselves on fire with their fancy new powers. Are you an idiot…?’ 
 
    ‘Might be,’ I smiled back, deciding to play along. ‘I’ll just have to see after I’ve set myself on fire. So where do I find this necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘You paid Rook at the bar a little coin. That was the first part of your journey. This is the second part. I don’t care about necromancers. I care about the reward.’ 
 
    I already had the spell scroll, so there was no need to buy anything, except for the services of the necromancer – once we found them, of course. 
 
    ‘So it’s gold you want? How much?’ 
 
    ‘A lot,’ she grinned, ‘but not from your pocket. What I require is your assistance.’ 
 
    ‘… I’m listening.’ 
 
    ‘There is a small party of mercenaries that have been terrorising travellers of the western trail. The information I have sought out tells me that it is none other than Ga’lash, a bastardised manticap that lurks in a cave on the jungle’s edge, just a few miles from here. 
 
    ‘The rumors are that he has a great hoard of items that he has taken from the travellers that he has killed, including a power stone. I want those items, but more than a few of the other hunters in the area have gone missing in search of him. Lone warriors out for themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, what’s a power stone?’ 
 
    The huntress stared blankly at me, then burst out laughing. 
 
    ‘You’re funny,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Not knowing what a power stone is. It’s a joke, right?’ 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘Good gods, you want to learn a spell and you don’t know what a power stone is? Who even are you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m new to the area,’ I smiled sarcastically. ‘Care to enlighten me?’ 
 
    ‘In order to use a spell you need to imbue a power stone with the same energy. A necromancer can teach a spell to you, but you can’t use it unless you have a power stone, and a charged one at that. Now you’ve got even more of a reason to come with me.’ 
 
    ‘Right. So I take it you’re not one of these lone hunters that you were talking about before?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I am as lone a hunter as they come, but I am not stupid. I’ve recognised the danger that it represents. One hunter alone cannot kill this beast, but a small group would stand a chance.’ 
 
    ‘What’s in it for us?’ 
 
    ‘The location of the necromancer you seek, of course. Was that not our deal in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘It was, and it would have been, if you hadn’t used the word chance. I’m not risking my life or the lives of the citizens in my tribe for a chance.’ 
 
    ‘Citizens. So you’re a tribe master,’ she said, tilting her head to the side and raising an eyebrow. ‘And may I say a very handsome one, at least compared to the few others that I have met. No scars to mess up that pretty face yet… You must be new in these parts.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll change eventually. A chance. Me and my big mouth. All right. 25 percent of the loot.’ 
 
    ‘Fifty.’ 
 
    ‘Thirty.’ 
 
    ‘Forty-five.’ 
 
    ‘Thirty-five.’ 
 
    ‘Forty.’ 
 
    ‘Thirty-seven.’ 
 
    ‘Forty.’ 
 
    The hunter lowered her head and stared back at me, gulping. 
 
    ‘Forty it is,’ she finally conceded, holding out a hand. 
 
    I shook it and examined the conditions in the window. 
 
    Binding contract – 40% of loot from the death of Ga’lash. 
 
    After accepting, we both sat back in our chairs and took up our drinks. 
 
    ‘So what do we call you?’ 
 
    The girl set her glass down on the table. 
 
    ‘Lara. And you?’ 
 
    ‘Jack. This is Ariadne and Alorion.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure to meet you all.’ She took another drink. ‘Night will be upon us in a few hours. We should get moving if we wish to beat it.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    Alorion agreed to stay put at the bar while we set off on our hunt.  
 
    ‘One more drink,’ he promised, ‘and I’ll spend the rest of the afternoon tending to our horse and keeping an eye on our supplies.’ 
 
    Lara led us along to the peak of Ichabod’s Cove via a series of steps above the uppermost sections of the town. We reached the top of the cliff, which gave onto tropical forest almost immediately. 
 
    ‘How far away is this place?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Not far,’ Lara replied simply. ‘Ga’lash’s camp is close but well-concealed.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know where it is?’ 
 
    ‘I am a hunter by trade. I have spent my whole life tracking and killing things. But the things I usually track stand on four feet, not two.’ 
 
    I pulled back a little and turned to Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Do you think we can trust her?’ 
 
    ‘I think that we should keep our weapons at the ready, master. She has no reason to kill us, but in the wilds trust is difficult to come by.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement and wrapped my fingers around the handle of my sword. 
 
    Keeping Lara ahead of me, we entered the forest and journeyed for fifteen minutes through the undergrowth. We could have been going in a straight line or travelling in circles for all I knew – I had totally lost track of where we were or what direction we were headed in. 
 
    If anything went wrong and we had to make an escape, our only option would be to head in one direction until we hit a road again – or went off a cliff. 
 
    That wasn’t necessary, though. Lara eventually halted us as the shrubbery began to thin, and together we crouched in the bushes and peaked out into a clearing. 
 
    Down a small dip in the land was the entrance to a cave, the innards of which were bathed in darkness. On a stool by one side of the cave mouth was a humanoid creature with a half-bottle of mead in its hand – I say creature because there was no other way to describe its head than- 
 
    ‘Is that a tiger?’ I whispered to Lara. 
 
    ‘A manticap,’ she replied. ‘Humanoid bodies with the head of a tiger. They’re just as lazy as tigers, and just as vicious.’ 
 
    The manticap was dozing against the rock wall as Lara pulled the bow from over her shoulder and retrieved an arrow. She aimed through the large leaves and drew the arrow back. 
 
    I held my breath as we all fell still. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    The arrow flew from the string and slammed straight into the manticap’s face, hitting him between the eyes. 
 
    His eyelids opened wide, and for a moment he had a look of confusion on his face that said what happened? 
 
    There was enough life in him to reach up and grab the arrow. He yanked it from his head, releasing a rushing flow of blood that trickled rapidly down his face. 
 
    Before he had a chance to drunkenly examine the arrow he fell forward onto his face. His stool fell to the side and the bottle that had been slipping from his fingers finally struck the ground with a dull thud. 
 
    Looks like we weren’t being drawn into a trap after all. 
 
    ‘Nice shot.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Shall we?’ 
 
    We emerged from the forest with our weapons drawn and spread out as we approached the mouth of the cave. Lara took point due to her being the best if we were attacked from range, while Ariadne and I kept ours at the ready in the event that anyone got too close. Ariadne had the capacity to fight in melee range if it was necessary, but there was still a part of me that was wary about her fighting. 
 
    Even if she had already demonstrated herself to be one hell of a shot, it still felt strange fighting alongside the woman that I was sleeping with. I already cared for her, and I didn’t want to risk her getting hurt – but that was how it was here, and I would need to get used to it. 
 
    The passage through the cave became darker the further we went, until the flickering of firelight against the walls became apparent. We arced right on a slight descent for a few yards before Lara ducked her head around the corner and turned to us, pressing her finger to her lips. 
 
    Following her further with careful steps, we rounded the corner and ducked behind two large crates that barred half of the entrance to a much larger section of the cave. 
 
    A single flickering torch was suspended in a rusty holster in the cavern wall on the other side of the opening. Six or seven yards ahead, another manticap guard was keeping watch with a spear in his hand. 
 
    On the ground nearby was a cage, and it wasn’t empty – three humans, two men and one woman, were cramped inside. They had likely been screaming for help long ago, but all hope had gone from their faces. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is it with you people and cages?’ I whispered. I turned to Ariadne. ‘Pass me one of your knives.’ 
 
    She did so without question. I got a feel for its weight in my hand and checked my corners. The guard facing in the opposite direction was the only one to speak of. 
 
    I approached the guard quietly while checking my footing. I had done this before, but never to something with a freaking tiger’s head. 
 
    Grab and stab. 
 
    I was a yard behind him. In a swift, quick movement I grabbed the fur on the top of his head with one hand and swung the blade around towards his exposed neck. 
 
    It cut into his flesh and released a guttural choking sound immediately. I wasn’t done yet, though – I stabbed and stabbed at the same spot until his flailing arms gave up. Lowering him to the ground, the captives began to shuffle. 
 
    ‘Don’t make a sound,’ I whispered, tapping the chest of the manticap’s corpse and bringing up his inventory. I took everything, mostly junk – including the key to the cage. 
 
    Ariadne and Lara moved to join me and kept an eye on the entrance to the next section of the cave while I unlocked the cage quietly. 
 
    I opened the door and ushered them out, pointing to the exit. 
 
    ‘Just get out of here, and do it quietly.’ 
 
    They definitely weren’t in the mood for asking questions, and I didn’t blame them. Once they had all quietly scurried off to the exit I returned my attention to the girls. They were checking the route ahead. 
 
    ‘What now?’ 
 
    ‘His lair is just up here,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘How do you know?’ 
 
    ‘Listen.’ 
 
    I couldn’t hear much. Ariadne’s large fox ears perked up, their tips twitching lightly. 
 
    ‘There is laughter coming from down there,’ she said. ‘They sound drunk.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we can work that to our advantage,’ I said. ‘If they’re all wasted then they’ll be easier to take down.’ 
 
    ‘Or more resistant to pain,’ Lara suggested. 
 
    ‘I can hear three,’ Ariadne said. ‘One sounds much more… Gravelly, than the others.’ 
 
    ‘That’s our man.’ 
 
    ‘The best approach we can take here is a sharp surprise, and then brute force,’ I said. ‘Lara, you take a shot the moment we get in there. If we drop one of them straight away, taking out the other guard and Ga’lash should be straightforward from there. 
 
    ‘You too, Ariadne. If you can get a clear shot, take it, but only if you’re sure. Otherwise stay in melee range. Lara can weaken them before we move in.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s do this,’ Lara agreed. ‘Keep an eye out for any traps. Even if they’re so drunk they might set them off themselves, doesn’t mean they were drunk when they set them down in the first place.’ 
 
    I tightened my grip on my sword. We all shared a look of readiness, and I initiated a countdown on my fingers. 
 
    ‘Go.’ 
 
    We hurried out from our hiding place and split up, I in the centre, Ariadne to my right and Lara to my left, and set eyes on the challenge ahead. 
 
    The small cavern was occupied by three others – two guards, who immediately dropped their bottles of liquor upon seeing us and reached for their weapons, and Ga’lash himself. 
 
    It was easy to figure out who he was. Never mind the fact that he was seated upon what I can only describe as a makeshift throne with his feet up on a treasure chest, but his size was unbelievable. 
 
    He remained in his seat, seemingly calm, but I could tell that he was no less than eight-feet tall. His body was wide, not muscular but fat with a brute strength, and his orange and white face littered with scars. Heaving breaths left his mouth as he struggled to keep his body up. 
 
    A huge, rusty longsword with a blade half a foot wide and six feet long rested against his chair, but he made no effort to reach for it for some reason. 
 
    Lara fired an arrow at the guard opposite her. It struck him in the chest, and he staggered back with the force, staring at it. It must have easily punctured his heart. 
 
    A vicious roar burst from his lungs, though, and he carried on towards her. He was weakened, but anger pushed him on. With Ga’lash showing no signs of moving and Ariadne ready to throw one of her knives at her oncoming guard, I ran towards him with my sword drawn. 
 
    The guard swung with his scimitar clumsily. I parried and blocked the shot, then pushed him back with the force of the blade. He remained on his feet as he staggered away. 
 
    I leaped forward while his back had been forcefully turned and slashed at him, slicing through his torso with a spray of blood. He yelped out and crashed to the ground. 
 
    I spun to look across the cavern. Ga’lash was still watching this all take place, slouched in his chair casually. He didn’t seem to care that his goons were being cut down right in front of him. 
 
    Ariadne hurled one of her throwing knives and hit her guard in the gut, but he also carried on. She jumped back with her remaining knife, getting ready to throw it, but Lara was way ahead of her. She fired an arrow, slamming through a rib and piercing his lung. 
 
    The guard gasped for air as he fell to his knees. Lara did the honor of firing another arrow as she approached, which struck him square in the brain. She nodded to me, then to Ga’lash, indicating for me to keep an eye on the boss while she recovered her arrows. 
 
    I could see why Lara needed a team to do this. The fight was over before I knew it and had hardly been difficult, but one person facing off against these guys, even when well-equipped and well-planned, could easily get overwhelmed. They might have been criminals, but that didn’t mean they were good at fighting. 
 
    But this had been too easy, and Ga’lash was still seated on his tacky throne. 
 
    Lara and Ariadne rejoined me a few yards away from Ga’lash. We all had our weapons at the ready, but he still wasn’t moving – save for an annoyed expression stamped across his huge, scarred face. 
 
    ‘Is that it?’ I said to Lara. ‘What happens now?’ 
 
    ‘Hand over the chest,’ she announced to Ga’lash. ‘And I might consider not killing you.’ 
 
    Ga’lash smiled, then scoffed lightly. 
 
    ‘More dead,’ his gruff voice spoke. He had a heavy accent. ‘I am starting to think that I should just do this alone… But then who would I have to carry out my dirty work?’ 
 
    He didn’t reach for his sword – instead he retrieved what looked like a large gemstone from his sleeve, and spoke one word; 
 
    ‘Infernia.’ 
 
    In his other hand a ball of fire materialised too quickly. 
 
    ‘Run!’ 
 
    I didn’t have time to ask, I just did what Lara said. 
 
    We dashed for the passage into the cavern and turned the corner just as a huge blanket of fire flew our way, missing us by only a few feet. 
 
    ‘What the hell is that?!’ 
 
    ‘Fire Blast,’ she said quickly. ‘I knew he had a power stone, I just didn’t know he had a spell at his command.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t run from me, brave warriors,’ he called out tauntingly as his lumbering footsteps approached in the darkness. ‘I would much prefer to not set the forest alight.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get that stone out of his hand,’ Ariadne said. ‘He’s weak without it.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got one shot at this,’ I said. ‘If we miss…’ 
 
    ‘We can use the rocks,’ Lara said, nodding around the room. ‘There’s plenty of cover and a short casting time for his spell. We’ll have time.’ 
 
    Ga’lash suddenly appeared, another ball of fire summoned in his hand. The girls aimed and fired. 
 
    One arrow hit him in the side, and a throwing knife struck his forearm. His grip loosened on the stone as he groaned loudly in pain, but it wasn’t enough to stop the spell. 
 
    Another stream of fire rushed at Lara, who dashed for cover behind a wall. Her cloak caught fire and she ripped it off, stamping the flames out on the ground. 
 
    ‘Infern-’ 
 
    The casting of his spell was interrupted by Ariadne, who had thrown her other knife and hit him in the stomach. His body was huge, and it only punctured a few inches, but it was enough to get a grunt of pain from him and stop another swarm fire coming our way. 
 
    ‘TAKE HIM DOWN, JACK!’ 
 
    Lara’s yell came on the back of me sprinting forward with my sword. One of his huge arms could block a strike, but a jab would do it. 
 
    I plunged my sword into his stomach between his ribs, that being the highest I could bring it. 
 
    Ga’lash groaned again, much louder this time. The stone slipped from his hand as he looked down at the blade, then up to me. My hands were still clasped around the handle; I prepared to pull it from his gut, but he grabbed the blade and instead pulled it into himself further. 
 
    A psychotic grin formed on his face. Before I could pull away he drew his hands up and grabbed the collar of my shirt, dragging me towards him then deliberately crashing forward. 
 
    I fell to the ground with his full weight atop me. One of his huge hands wrapped over my mouth, and I felt my airways give completely. 
 
    I was enclosed in darkness, unable to breathe, unable to even see, for seconds that began to drag on too long. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    His hand gave from my face, and I looked up just in time to see an arrow sticking out of his forehead. That big, stupid smile was still on his face, despite the metal and wood protruding through his skull. 
 
    Insane to the end. 
 
    His body collapsed atop me completely this time. Disoriented, I struggled to drag myself out from beneath his carcass. Ariadne reached a hand out and helped pull me out. 
 
    ‘Well that was easy,’ I coughed. 
 
    ‘Grab your sword,’ Lara said, ‘and the power stone. I’ll check the crate.’ 
 
    I picked up my weapon and the stone, pocketing it in my inventory. 
 
    ‘Oh, for the love of the gods…’ 
 
    Lara’s voice called out from Ga’lash’s cavern. Ariadne and I returned to meet her. She had kicked the crate over, emptying its contents onto the ground; only a few apples and a basic dagger were inside. 
 
    ‘That’s seriously all he had?’ 
 
    ‘Looks that way. I checked his inventory, nothing but some junk. I just know I’m going to have to loot his corpse now to make up for the total lack of treasure.’ 
 
    ‘Take it all,’ I said. ‘Whatever you can find. You can keep it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be ridiculous. I may usually work alone but this was a group effort. You deserve your share. We made a deal.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got what I came here for, and you just saved my life. Take it. On one condition, though.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘You still have to take me to the necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘Deal, but we’ll do that later. After that I think we all need another drink.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    The sun was low on the horizon by the time we returned to Ichabod’s Cove. The last of the day traders were either settling into scattered inns for the night or making their way home. 
 
    Flaming torches were set up across the cove, turning the scene into an even more beautiful sight. While the vendors were shutting up shop, the inns and taverns lit up with life, becoming the main source of raucous shouts and hysterical laughter. 
 
    I returned to the cart to find the horse sleeping peacefully, but Alorion was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘Alorion!’ I called out. ‘Where the hell did he go?’ 
 
    The girls had no idea either. There wasn’t a sign that he had even been here to begin with. I started to panic about the possible fate of my companion, the one guy who had been by my side since I had arrived in this strange land. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ I muttered, remembering what he had said earlier. ‘I think I know where he is.’ 
 
    We hurried along the snaking pathways of the cove to The Drunken Steed. It may have been set back from the walkway, but the glowing lights within seemed to grow brighter with each chorus of an unfamiliar but melodic tune from within that was being sung by thirty or forty voices. 
 
    ‘Where the hell is the doorman?’ 
 
    We exchanged a look and headed inside. 
 
    The singing voices were so loud that they almost extinguished the sound of the band’s instruments. 
 
    ‘W-e-e-l-l-l-l… She was a maiden I once knew who married far below her stead and when she passed by my fair way well this is what she sa-a-a-i-i-d… 
 
    The patrons – including the troll doorman – were all facing the centre of the barroom floor, singing along, focused on one table where two men were holding something. 
 
    ‘No…’ 
 
    Atop their hands, dancing like crazy with a glass of Morinthian’s in his hand, Alorion was leading the song. 
 
    Absolutely. Fucking. Wasted. 
 
    ‘I suppose this is what he calls making connections,’ Ariadne shouted in my ear. 
 
    ‘This isn’t exactly what I had in mind when I said that we should keep a low profile.’ 
 
    ‘We cannot go back to our lands now, master. Darkness has fallen. It would be too dangerous.’ 
 
    I was fine with leaving Alorion in the bar till morning, but we needed somewhere to stay. Kicking back in the cart was a possibility, but it would be a rough night of sleep, especially considering the walk ahead of us tomorrow morning. 
 
    ‘There’s got to be an inn around here somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ Lara shouted above the noise, tapping me on the shoulder. ‘You need somewhere to stay tonight? Because I’ve got a room here.’ 
 
    ‘Permanently?’ 
 
    ‘I rent it from Rook. It’s good if you’re a drinker, which I take it you are.’ 
 
    ‘You got me.’ 
 
    ‘Come on.’ 
 
    ‘There room for all three of us?’ 
 
    ‘No, but why should that stop us?’ 
 
    Before I could ask what she was getting at, Lara pushed through the crowd to the bar. She snatched up a bottle of something from behind the counter – even Rook was distracted, singing along while cleaning glasses – and led us through a door on the opposite side of the bar to the table where we had met her hours ago. 
 
    A window spilled the failing light of the day onto a small wooden staircase that led two floors above the bar, turning the sound into a background buzz. 
 
    Lara unlocked the door to her room using a key from a chain around her neck. We followed her into the darkness of the room. She stumbled about for a minute before opening a pair of curtains and shedding a little of the last light onto the place. 
 
    She was right – it was small, but that didn’t take away from the comfort of it. A small couch sat across from a bed, and by the window was a desk scattered with papers. Above were a few shelves stocked with items; empty vials, daggers and satchels to name a few. To the right of the desk, looking out over the cove beyond the curtains she had opened, was a single door standing open. It gave out onto a miniscule balcony and an idyllic view over the cove. 
 
    In the darkness by the door to our right was another source of light. A striking sound led to the lighting of a match, and a moment later Lara had lit up a small fireplace. 
 
    ‘You don’t think it’s hot enough in here?’ I said. 
 
    ‘It can never get too hot, especially when you’re drinking. It hits you so much harder that way.’ 
 
    We set our weapons down, and Ariadne and I were about to kick back and relax when Lara continued with her undressing. 
 
    She had removed her bow and her arrows, but with her cloak went her blouse and her pants – she pulled off her boots and unbuttoned her clothes casually as if we weren’t even there, finally stopping when she was wearing nothing but her underwear, a black set of panties and a tight bra that gripped her surprisingly busty chest tightly. 
 
    She ran her fingers through the lining of the underwear at her waist. I thought for a second that she was going to slip them off too, but she was only rearranging them to fit her round behind. 
 
    As she turned I caught sight of the large tattoo that was sprawled across her back – a red and green dragon, uncoiled and roaring outwards. 
 
    She turned to look over at us. 
 
    ‘Oh, what am I doing?’ She said suddenly, and reached for the bottle that she had snatched from the bar. ‘I haven’t even offered my guests a drink.’ 
 
    She shot me a smile and handed me the bottle, which I took gladly. 
 
    Ochran’s Orchard, the label read. 
 
    ‘This what you were having earlier?’ I asked, unscrewing it and sniffing the top. It had a deep, sweet taste like morello cherries. 
 
    ‘During the day? No way. It’s great for the nights, though.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ Ariadne asked curiously. 
 
    ‘You’ll see.’ 
 
    With no glasses in sight I drank from the bottle, figuring it was safe seeing as Lara had already taken a sip. 
 
    The sweetness was so strong that the first hit stung my cheeks sharply. 
 
    But I wanted more. I took another few swigs like an addict getting the first hit of the day before Lara called out. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah.’ She grabbed the end of the bottle and tipped it back, intertwining her soft hands with mine in the process and looking me intensely in the eyes. ‘Didn’t your mother ever tell you to share?’ 
 
    I didn’t know why I felt the compulsion to drink it so ferociously. I wiped my mouth with the back of my hand but saw the drip of it on my shirt. 
 
    ‘We need to get you out of that,’ Lara continued. ‘Why don’t you let Ariadne have a drink too?’ 
 
    I felt wildly turned on by the whole situation, and I didn’t know how Ariadne would feel about all of this. She had been committed and by my side since joining our tribe, almost like a servant in her willingness to help, but she gave me a warm smile and gladly took up the bottle, drinking from it. 
 
    ‘Mm…’ She moaned. ‘I have tasted this before, a long time ago. It was a pleasurable experience…’ 
 
    ‘I have no doubt,’ Lara said, taking the bottle and setting it down on her desk. ‘What are you to each other?’ Lara asked, laying back on the bed and resting against the wall. ‘Are you… Committed?’ 
 
    ‘I’m the Tribe Master,’ I replied sternly, or at least tried to through the effects of the wine. ‘We’re… Uhh…’ 
 
    Usually I had an answer for everything, but this time I was struggling. I didn’t know if it was the potency of Ochran’s Orchard hitting me hard, but defining my relationship with Ariadne was still as complicated as ever. 
 
    ‘Master Jack saved me from a life of slavery,’ Ariadne cut in. ‘He has treated me well. For that I love him with all my heart.’ 
 
    A damn good thing that I didn’t have any of the wine in my mouth, because I would have freaking choked on it. 
 
    ‘You… You love me?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master. Do you not love me?’ 
 
    Oh, shit. 
 
    My mind had never moved so fast in my life as I tried to think of a half-decent response to that question. 
 
    I had never had the bad luck to end up with a girl who already had wedding plans in mind by the second date, but that was exactly what this felt like. 
 
    But suddenly I saw things from Ariadne’s perspective. Love meant different things to different people, and to Ariadne it meant dedication and care – and fulfilling her needs. 
 
    ‘Of course I love you,’ I replied, feeling a little strange saying the words out loud, but meaning it. I took her in my arms and kissed her passionately, the feeling of her lips against mine and the slender curves of her body feeling better than ever. 
 
    Ariadne smiled at me as she pulled away, wrapping her arms around the back of my neck and biting her lip. 
 
    ‘She is a beautiful creature, is she not?’ It was the kind of thing I expected Lara to say, but instead it came from Ariadne’s mouth. ‘Would you mind, master?’ 
 
    It took me longer than I would have liked to admit to figure out what she was getting at, but when I did I couldn’t reply fast enough. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Not at all.’ 
 
    A huge, happy smile rose to Ariadne’s face. She began to pull off her clothes, stripping down to her underwear. I fell back onto the couch, both I and Lara watching Ariadne undress. 
 
    The sun had finally set. A light breeze swept in through the open balcony door that gave onto the perfect view of the cove, but the air itself was so warm that it just made things hotter. 
 
    In the firelight of Lara’s room I watched in captivated awe as Ariadne moved to the bed. Lara sat up to meet her, their hands brushing over each other’s cheeks lightly to move their hair aside. 
 
    They smiled at each other, looking intensely into their eyes before taking a light teasing kiss. Their bodies pressed together, their hands ran delicately across each other’s skin as they traced the gentle lines and perfect curves of their bodies. 
 
    I sank back helplessly into the couch as I watched them both. Sure, we had faced death together and beat it, but they had only exchanged a few words since we had met earlier that day. 
 
    Now Ariadne was asking me for permission to make out with Lara. She wanted to do it. Not to please me or to serve me – she was serving her own needs. 
 
    And I was glad to let her while I sat back and watched. 
 
    As they continued to enjoy their bodies, their kisses becoming more wild and passionate, Lara slid her hands over Ariadne’s hips and up her back, undoing her bra. 
 
    Ariadne shrugged out of it, casting it aside and running a hand up to the back of Lara’s neck, guiding her to her own chest. Lara leaned into it happily, pressing her tongue to one of Ariadne’s nipples. 
 
    She let out a shriek in response to the sensitivity, then a playful giggle. 
 
    I was harder than I had ever been in my life, and was still staring at them both like an idiot. 
 
    I had been with more than a few girls over the years, but this was something else. 
 
    Lara licked at Ariadne again, then turned to look me in the eyes, pausing. 
 
    ‘Your master looks surprised,’ she said to Ariadne. 
 
    ‘He is new to these parts,’ she replied casually. 
 
    ‘To this area of the land?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘Let’s just say I’m from somewhere where people are a little more… Reserved, when they first meet each other.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds incredibly boring.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, it is.’ 
 
    Lara returned her attention to Ariadne, guiding her onto her back upon the bed. She slid her fingers into Ariadne’s underwear and pulled them down and away from her ankles, then sank down, disappearing behind one of Ariadne’s legs. 
 
    Ariadne watched Lara intently, biting the tip of one of her fingers and panting in anticipation. Her mouth suddenly fell wide as she gasped out at the touch of Lara’s tongue. 
 
    Somewhere below I registered the buzz of the singing in the bar downstairs. In our confined hideaway the girls were the only thing I was focusing on, the only thing I could focus on. 
 
    Lara slid a hand across her slender stomach and began to rub the spot between her legs from beneath as she continued to tongue Ariadne. 
 
    At that moment, it felt like my length was about to tear through the fabric in my pants. 
 
    Lara’s mouth was busy, so Ariadne did the talking for her. 
 
    ‘Join us, master,’ she panted, her breasts rising and falling with each shuddering breath. 
 
    I felt like I was in a trance as I pushed up from the couch and crossed to the girls. I pulled off my clothes, and Lara shot me a look up and down as I moved towards them. 
 
    Approval and wanton desire was the only thing in her eyes, and the only thing in mine. 
 
    I pulled her underwear down over her ass, the only piece of clothing remaining on any of us. Her lips glimmered with soaked wetness in the firelight. 
 
    Unable to resist any longer, I guided my throbbing cock to her and pushed into her body, sliding into her tightness effortlessly considering how soaked she was. 
 
    Lara let out an uncontrollable moan as I filled her up, but quickly returned to her duties between Ariadne’s legs. I took her hips in my hands, the dragon on her back arching and bucking as she bent her back to take me. 
 
    I pushed into a hard, steady rhythm, watching her as she took me again and again while pleasuring Ariadne. 
 
    We remained like that for ten minutes, indulging in each other’s bodies in the privacy of that secluded room. The cove outside was still alive with late night citizens, and the thought crossed my mind as to whether they would be able to hear our groans, but the girls didn’t care, and neither did I. 
 
    Lara shook her ass against me, her moans driving me crazy until I had to pull out of her and get control of myself. Seeing them both like that and feeling the perfection of Lara’s body surrounding my cock was enough to finish me in a second. 
 
    Lara caught her breath and pulled away from Ariadne, both of them laughing breathlessly as they stretched out on their backs. 
 
    I stood off the bed admiring the perfect sight before me. 
 
    ‘How is she, master?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Fucking amazing,’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘She is, isn’t she? Her tongue is a mighty weapon… But her breasts, I think, are her most magnificent feature…’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe how freely she was speaking about this stuff, but what was more was I couldn’t believe that Lara was going along with it. 
 
    Lara sat up, running her hands up beneath her large chest. They did look pretty damn good, especially compared to the slimness of the rest of her body. 
 
    ‘I think you should try them,’ Ariadne continued. 
 
    Ariadne moved to kneel behind Lara, running her hands around her and taking her breasts in her hands. Lara beckoned me forth with a come hither motion; even if I was the master, I was happy to do as I was told. 
 
    Lara wrapped her fingers around my shaft, guiding me between her breasts while Ariadne wrapped them tightly around my length. 
 
    My head fell back uncontrollably as I gave myself over to the perfect sensation of Lara’s huge, soft breasts pleasuring my cock. Ariadne shook them up and down as I fucked them, both of them working as hard as they could to finish me. 
 
    Lara sensed it as my cock throbbed with an impossible hardness. I thrusted harder than ever, ready to finish, but she was way ahead of me. Just as I was about to finish, she took my cock again in her hand and wrapped her soft lips around my head, taking me deep into her mouth. 
 
    I ran my hands into her hair as her lips clamped down around my shaft, cumming hard into her mouth and down her throat. 
 
    I groaned out loudly, no longer giving a fuck about who could hear us. Ecstasy washed over me as Lara took my load, refusing to pull away. 
 
    When I finally finished, completely emptied, I staggered onto the bed, my body shaking with the adrenaline. A fight may have gotten my blood pumping, but the two sexiest women I had ever met, and the sight of Lara swallowing down everything that I had given her, was more than any man could handle. 
 
    The girls fell by my side on the bed and curled up to me, their bodies shaking as much as mine. 
 
    ‘Is that how you are with all men in your world?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Only those that I desire,’ Lara smiled. ‘And only those that taste as good as you.’ 
 
    The heat of the fire and the gentle breeze through the open windows that gave onto the darkness outside was the last thing I remembered before falling asleep on the back of the best night of my life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    A pair of hands wrapped around my neck. My stomach tensed and my eyes went wide, but all I saw was darkness. 
 
    The life was being choked out of me. 
 
    Suddenly my eyes burst open. I inhaled hard, almost convulsing with the effort of it. 
 
    I didn’t know where I was or who I was for a moment. Registering the memory of Lara’s room, I laid back against the bed between the girls. 
 
    It was early morning and a little colder than the day before. A pale, almost non-existent light was beginning to cut into the darkness of the room; the fire had burned out hours ago and had now been reduced to a withering, smouldering heap of ashes. 
 
    ‘Another gloomhunter, master?’ Ariadne said, running a hand over me. 
 
    I traced a hand up to my neck and felt for the silver chain around my neck. 
 
    ‘Yeah… Don’t worry about it. It’s fine.’ 
 
    ‘It is not my place to press. I hope last night did not make you too… Uncomfortable?’ 
 
    ‘Why would it have made me uncomfortable?’ 
 
    ‘You were quiet when I and Lara were…’ 
 
    ‘When you and Lara were what?’ 
 
    The hunter curled up to my right arm. She leaned over my chest to look at us. 
 
    ‘We were just talking about last night before you woke up,’ Ariadne replied. ‘I don’t think my master has ever been with more than one woman.’ 
 
    ‘Excuse me,’ I laughed, ‘I’ve definitely been with more than one woman… Just not at the same time.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t?’ Lara replied. ‘As a tribe master I would have thought that you’ve been with many women.’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, I haven’t been in these parts for long.’ 
 
    ‘Many tribe masters take several wives to keep by their side.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? Do they have ceremonies?’ 
 
    ‘Not generally. The cleric of the tribe sometimes carries them out, if that’s what a master wishes.’ 
 
    ‘Like a healer? We don’t have one of those yet.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have a cleric? What do you have?’ 
 
    ‘Give me a break. My tribe was only founded a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘We are small,’ Ariadne added, ‘but we are steadily growing, and our lands are prosperous.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever been a part of a tribe?’ I asked Lara. 
 
    ‘Once, a long time ago. I did not get on well with the master. He was a disgusting creature who wished to… Well, I won’t go into it. All I’ll say is that he was nothing like you, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘You should.’ 
 
    ‘So… What does this make us?’ 
 
    Lara asked it – as steadfast and witty as she was, there was a sudden element of curiosity in her voice, a lack of surety. 
 
    This hadn’t just been a one-night stand. She had enjoyed herself on another level. 
 
    ‘I like her, master,’ Ariadne said, running a hand teasingly over my chest. ‘Can she stay?’ 
 
    ‘That’s up to her,’ I replied. ‘What do you think, huntress?’ 
 
    ‘About what? Not about joining your tribe…’ 
 
    ‘Why not? You can fight, you can handle yourself, and I’m pretty sure Ariadne’s taken a liking to you, not to mention myself.’ 
 
    Lara propped herself up on one arm and ran a hand through her hair. 
 
    ‘And you would want me to join you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, why wouldn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘I am just… Not used to being treated with such kindness.’ 
 
    ‘How many friends do you have?’ 
 
    ‘Not many… Okay, none. I do not tend to associate with people. Living in the cove is enjoyable, but you see the real side of people every day. Everyone is out to benefit themselves. This may be different, though.’ She paused, smiling between us. ‘I will come to stay with you for a few days, if that is an appropriate compromise.’ 
 
    ‘And then you’ll head back?’ 
 
    ‘And then I will make my decision as to whether I wish to stay for good.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good with me.’ 
 
    I relaxed between the girls as they snuggled up to me, indulging in the soft firmness of their sexy bodies. 
 
    It had been a while since I felt this relaxed, but over the years I had gotten used to the fact that the feeling never lasted long. 
 
    There was always something else to worry about. Always. And as I shut my eyes to settle back into sleep between these two unbelievably hot girls, my eyes exploded open once again. 
 
    I tore from their touch and sat bolt upright. 
 
    ‘Alorion.’ 
 
    In minutes I was dressed with my sword and scabbard equipped at my waist. I dashed out the door, down the stairs and into the bar. 
 
    The place was a dump. Smashed glasses, overturned tables, puddles of ale and liquor all over the floor – and the bartender, Rook, soaking a mop in a bucket in a corner. 
 
    ‘Oh, god…’ I said. ‘I’m so sorry, Rook. Listen, whatever the damage is, I’ll pay for it.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ he replied casually, yawning and patting the thought off with a brush of his hand on the air. ‘That little imp of yours brought the house down last night. Busiest night I’ve ever seen. I made a fortune!’ 
 
    I wasn’t going to question success. 
 
    ‘Do you know where he is?’ 
 
    ‘Not a clue. Left a few hours ago. I thought he was with you.’ 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Ten minutes later the girls had dressed, grabbed their things and joined me outside as we scoured the cove in the rising sunlight in search of Alorion. 
 
    Only a few early morning traders were making their way along passages and causeways as we searched for him. 
 
    In the end we found him in the place where I had planned on sleeping last night; spread eagle in the back of the cart while the horse gorged itself on hay and water. 
 
    I filled up a toppled rusty bucket nearby and dumped the water onto my imp. 
 
    ‘ARRGHHH!!!’ 
 
    The screech echoed through the cove as Alorion flailed madly. I clasped my palm over his mouth, holding his body down with my other hand. 
 
    ‘Keep quiet!’ I said in a hushed whisper. ‘Do you really want to draw any more attention to us?’ 
 
    Alorion calmed himself and I pulled away from him. 
 
    ‘Gods,’ he moaned. ‘My head…’ 
 
    ‘I’d feel sorry for you, but you deserve it. What the hell happened last night?’ 
 
    ‘Morinthian’s. I said I would only go back for one, but I got a bit carried away.’ 
 
    ‘And apparently threw the greatest party Ichabod’s Cove has ever seen.’ 
 
    ‘I did?’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ I smiled. ‘An amnesiac alcoholic imp as an assistant. And don’t blame it on Marlo this time.’ 
 
    ‘I apologise sincerely, Master Jack. I do hope that I have not disappointed you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m kidding,’ I said. ‘No, I’m not disappointed. Not yet, anyway. Sober up, bud, I’ve got one last thing to attend to.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Ariadne took Alorion to fill his canteen and get a decent meal while Lara led me back into the depths of the cove. 
 
    ‘A lot of people are afraid of magic, but they need not be. It is a weapon like any other. If the user is not skilled enough to wield it, they will likely do more damage to themselves than others, as I mentioned yesterday.’ 
 
    ‘What can you tell me about this necromancer? What’s he like?’ 
 
    ‘What’s she like.’ Lara smiled over her shoulder at me. ‘She’s… Quiet, and has very loose morals. Coin is the only thing that she cares about. Make sure to give her some respect, though. Being able to teach spell scrolls also means being able to cast them. She has built up an impressive repertoire of abilities in her life. Only she and the gods know what she could do to you.’ 
 
    I kept that in mind as we headed up to the second level of the cove and down an alleyway that led into the depths of the structures. The cove had good and bad places, but this was beyond scraping the bottom of the barrel. 
 
    The smell of fish and mead filled the air, and I began to wonder how much I really trusted Lara. 
 
    True, I had been apprehensive about Ariadne to begin with and she had turned out to be unfathomably loyal. This was a different test, though. 
 
    The passage continued on until we reached the rockface of the cliff, accessible across a rickety gangplank around three yards long. Below it gave onto a descent of at least fifteen yards, ending in gently lapping water and jagged rocks. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ Lara beckoned me on, stepping across the plank. 
 
    ‘But there’s nothing there.’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t there?’ 
 
    She arrived on the cliff ledge and pushed forward. What I had thought was part of the rockface was in fact a hidden door that gave with a sharp shove from her hands. 
 
    I kept a calm face on, but this was without a doubt one of the coolest things I had ever seen in my life. 
 
    Checking my sword at my side, I followed Lara into the darkness of this newly revealed passage. 
 
    Things were dark for a few steps in the damp, quiet cave, before a myriad torches flickering with firelight appeared as we turned a corner. 
 
    There was a large space carved into the cliff. It was held up the occasional carved rock column. Amongst the columns were makeshift beds composed of hay and bags of sand. 
 
    Atop half of the beds were various people of different species. All had their heads lolled back against their beds so comfortably it looked as if they would struggle to get up even if a blade was held to their throats. 
 
    The only thing they had in common was the pipe that sat by each of their beds. I had been to Egypt once before in the old world and seen shisha bars – this was the closest thing to it, although what they were smoking seemed much more potent. 
 
    A cloud of smoke gripped the ceiling, attempting to claw its way out but finding no exit in the stuffy chamber. 
 
    ‘What is it they’re smoking?’ 
 
    ‘Moonseed laced with various flavourings.’ 
 
    My ears perked up in an instant. I thought back to the patch that Eri had begun to grow back at our land. 
 
    ‘Is it addictive?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, but the visions it gives can be. It changes the way the world looks. Makes it feel far better than this one. I mean, that’s the only reason a lot of people take strange things in the first place isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘So they can escape reality,’ I agreed. ‘What are we doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Seeing the necromancer. She’s back here.’ 
 
    We moved halfway across the room and turned left. Not a single moonseed user turned our way as we did; they barely registered our presence, remaining lost in their own internal worlds. 
 
    Lara stopped at another door and knocked lightly. 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ The voice was distorted but graceful. 
 
    ‘A chance to broaden my powers with the help of a different kind of master.’ 
 
    A pause, then- 
 
    ‘Enter.’ 
 
    Lara raised her eyebrows at me and stepped aside, nodding to the door. 
 
    ‘I’ll see you outside,’ she said. 
 
    I turned the handle and stepped into the room, still ready to grab my sword if I had to make an exit fast. 
 
    The room was small and circular. A few torches lit the space, although they weren’t necessarily needed; a tall vertical passage led up through the ceiling and out onto the cliff edge high above, affording some natural light. 
 
    Desks piled with papers and books arced around the room before arriving on both sides at a large chair, atop which sat the person I was looking for. 
 
    ‘You wish to command the power of a spell scroll?’ 
 
    ‘I do, and I’ve been told that you can train me.’ 
 
    She was a quaint woman, young but frail, as if her body might snap in two if she tried to lift even the slightest weight. 
 
    ‘The first thing you must know is that I cannot teach you. I can only imbue the power of the scroll into your spirit. Learning how to use the spell is something that only you can teach yourself.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough… So how does this work?’ 
 
    ‘First payment must be made.’ 
 
    The necromancer pushed up from her chair, carrying her many shawls in her hands and taking only the steps necessary to reach me. She held out a hand and we initiated the deal. 
 
    I examined the trading box. 
 
    Service: Imbue Arcane Blast 
 
    Cost: 200GP + Power Stone 
 
    Jesus. I had paid almost that to buy Ariadne’s freedom. 
 
    That would bring my total down to a little over 300GP, just to learn a spell. Either I was being stiffed or it was worth it. 
 
    But I was here, and I didn’t know the next time that I would be back here in the future. Tormus and Eri were continuing the harvest back at our land, which would bring in some coin for the near future. 
 
    I hit accept, and the window disappeared. I winced at the sight of my GP count dropping. 
 
    The necromancer smiled and nodded. 
 
    ‘Stand upon the symbol of the underworld.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing that that’s the marking on the ground.’ 
 
    ‘You would be correct.’ 
 
    I did as I was told. 
 
    ‘The symbol of the underworld?’ I repeated back to her. ‘Why is it called that?’ 
 
    ‘Why is anything called anything at all? Because it is a part of its history. Nobody knows where magic first appeared in the land, but many necromancers choose to believe that it was brought from the underworld by a rogue spirit. To our ancestors, possessing such powers would have been seen as nothing less than supernatural. 
 
    ‘But what is the supernatural? That which the natural laws of the world cannot explain? Magic can be explained easily; it is simply the transference and the condensing of energy in its many forms.’ 
 
    The necromancer picked a book from a nearby shelf and tipped it open. She raised a hand in my direction and began reading in a language that I couldn’t even begin to understand. 
 
    At first there were no changes beyond the sound of her voice. Steadily the symbol beneath began to glow with a luminescent purple. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ 
 
    The necromancer proceeded with her mutterings. From the markings, a cluster of purple balls of light began to drift up. They moved towards my body and touched my skin. 
 
    I couldn’t feel it, but from the way they disappeared when they touched me it was as if they were moving into my body. 
 
    My heart beat faster – I was worried about this process that I didn’t know a thing about, but it shouldn’t have been causing my heart to drum the way it was. 
 
    Suddenly the last of the lights entered my body, and the purple lights of the symbol beneath me vanished. 
 
    The necromancer went silent. 
 
    ‘Is that it?’ I asked. ‘Did it work?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me.’ 
 
    I looked at her in confusion, then checked my inventory. There was a new symbol, a ball of purple light, which I pressed. 
 
    Power stone - Equip to cast Arcane Blast - Charges x10 
 
    ‘So I just… Use it?’ 
 
    ‘I would prefer it if you didn’t in here. It is not too powerful a spell, but still able to cause plenty of damage against enemies that you may confront. Casting it in here would cause a considerable mess. I have also gone to the trouble of disenchanting the Fire Blast spell that was originally imbued in it.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks… Any recommendations on how to learn?’ 
 
    ‘By casting it. It is the only way.’ 
 
    ‘Right. And what about recharging the stone?’ 
 
    ‘You are imbued with the ability to cast the spell. That is the gift that I have given you. The only way to gain more charges is to bathe a power stone in a magical well. There are many spells that exist in the world, but all must be taught with scrolls. Wells, on the other hand, are more complicated. Pockets of energy that infuse power stones are scattered across Agraria; the difficulty is finding them. Be on the lookout for any in the future. I would be more than glad to trade magical resources with you again.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep you in mind,’ I nodded, and headed for the door. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    After meeting up with Lara and finding Ariadne and Alorion, who had sobered up nicely considering how rough he had been just a short time ago, the four of us spent the early morning making the trek back to my tribal lands. 
 
    We chatted absently along the way about our plans upon returning, but an anxiety was constantly clawing at the back of my mind. 
 
    It wasn’t just at the prospect of being jumped by another group of bandits from the forest – no, after the fight with Ga’lash I felt confident about my team’s starting strength against an enemy. 
 
    What I was most anxious about was the state of my land. Despite the bandits having been vanquished from the nearby camp just a few miles away, the place was practically defenceless. 
 
    My new citizens had weapons, but for a pair of farmers it was likely nowhere near enough. 
 
    We picked up the pace, reaching the land just before noon. All was quiet as we traversed the path through the grass on the southern side. 
 
    Alorion and the girls checked our inventory and quenched their thirst, as well as that of the horse, while I paced quickly to the shack that I had built with Tormus. 
 
    The moment I set eyes on them peacefully tending to their land, a huge weight felt like it had been lifted from my shoulders. 
 
    I would go and check up on them, but one thing was bearing on my mind above all; testing out my new spell. 
 
    With Alorion by my side I headed back to the treeline, choosing a lone tree that stood away from the others. I remembered what Ga’lash had said about setting fire to the forest; he might’ve been okay with that but I definitely wasn’t, especially so close to my land. 
 
    I didn’t think that Arcane Blast would be able to set anything alight, but I had to be sure first. 
 
    I opened my inventory and tapped the symbol of the imbued power stone before retrieving it. 
 
    Power Stone – Arcane Blast – Charges x10 
 
    Incantation: Arcania 
 
    ‘Arcania,’ I whispered to myself. ‘Okay, let’s give it a shot.’ 
 
    I pulled it from my inventory, holding the power stone in my left hand. I had no idea how this was going to work. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing it emanates from the stone?’ I said to Alorion, who could only shrug at me. ‘Well, here goes nothing…’ 
 
    I clasped the stone in my hand and pointed it ahead of me, aiming at the tree as accurately as possible. 
 
    ‘Arcania.’ 
 
    My spell was successfully summoned, but not as I intended; instead of coming from the stone it came from my other hand, which had been hanging by my side. 
 
    The grass around my foot ignited with purple embers in a circle roughly three feet in diameter. 
 
    I leaped back and stamped on the ground madly for several moments, putting it out as quickly as I could. In the end I had to dig back into my inventory and empty the contents of my water canteen onto the remaining embers, continuing to stamp them out in the process. 
 
    I checked my palm from where the purple fire had exploded. There was no sign of any injury. 
 
    ‘That went well,’ Alorion commented. 
 
    ‘Funny,’ I remarked. ‘Okay, let’s try again.’ 
 
    This time I left the stone hanging in my hand by my side and raised my empty hand. Pointing it at the tree, I uttered the incantation again. 
 
    A ball of purple fire formed and flew towards the tree. It encased it in purple embers, just as it had done with the grass. 
 
    I patted it down quickly, sending Alorion on an errand to retrieve more water in the process. 
 
    ‘Easy,’ I said after he returned and the fire had been put out. ‘All I have to do is aim and shoot.’ 
 
    I returned to my inventory to replace the stone, finding that it only had 8 charges remaining instead of 10. 
 
    I had just wasted two charges learning how to use the spell correctly. I had no idea when I would find one of the magical wells that the necromancer had told me about. I had to be conservative in using it. 
 
    I split from Alorion for a little while and headed across to see Tormus and Eri. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I called out. 
 
    ‘Morning, master,’ Eri replied. ‘How was your journey?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh… Let’s just say it was eventful. The Coron boy has been taken care of.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear that,’ Tormus said. ‘Master.’ 
 
    He gave me a quiet nod which I returned. The matter was finally settled between us, and we would never speak of it again. 
 
    ‘Did you acquire the tomato seeds?’ 
 
    ‘I did. How are the crops looking?’ 
 
    ‘Let me show you.’ 
 
    Eri gave me a tour of the changes that they had made over the previous day. She and Tormus had uprooted a reasonable section of corn and planted the tomato seeds that they had organised in neat rows. 
 
    This covered roughly half of the space they had cleared, providing enough room for the batch that I had acquired in Ichabod’s Cove. 
 
    ‘How much space on the lands do you think we should use for this?’ 
 
    ‘You are asking me, master?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I’m not a farmer. I respect your judgement and expertise.’ 
 
    ‘This is something of a change. I am not used to being able to make such decisions. My previous master was nothing like this.’ 
 
    ‘Well, get used to it. You and Tormus are the authorities on it. Your advice is valuable to me.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master. For the time being we will grow tomatoes in this space. This will be a pilot test, just to determine whether they take.’ 
 
    ‘How long does it take a crop of freshly-planted seeds to grow?’ 
 
    ‘In the conditions that we are blessed with now? Two days, presuming they are cared for.’ 
 
    ‘Got it. How much are the tomatoes worth?’ 
 
    ‘Per stack? The last time I checked the current price at market was 20GP.’ 
 
    ‘Twice the previous value of corn. I like it. I’ll bring you the seeds and you can get started on planting the rest.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful. Oh, and master?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah?’ 
 
    ‘We are in need of more water. Corn flourishes quickly in warm conditions but tomatoes must be nourished frequently.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take care of it.’ 
 
    The corn in this world grew quickly, taking a single day to fully grow in the pre-set sections on the land without seeds needing to be sowed again. The same would likely go for tomatoes; once they were planted they would repeatedly grow on the land until uprooted and replaced with another crop. It didn’t make any sense, but there were a whole lot of things in this world that didn’t make any sense. 
 
    Eri was right; this weather was perfect for growing corn, but that was why the price had dropped so suddenly. It was in abundance. I had been shipping it off to the trading post every day, and for all I knew there were other tribes taking advantage of the weather and doing exactly the same. 
 
    Tomatoes took two days to bloom but occupied a smaller space per unit and generated more coin. The only issue was that they needed more care, but I had Tormus and Eri for that. As long as I took care of my people, they would take care of the land. 
 
    And if I was going to take care of them, we would need to figure out a defence system. 
 
    Returning to the tree, I heard Alorion’s voice called out from the other side of the tree. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Do you notice something?’ 
 
    I looked around at the totems and the small structures that they had sprouted nearby. Something was off. 
 
    ‘Has someone moved things around? Everything looks squashed together.’ 
 
    ‘Only you can move structures, master, unless you give permission to somebody else to do so.’ 
 
    I traversed the clearing with Alorion, scanning each of the totems and their corresponding structures. 
 
    A new totem had appeared on the southern side of the tree. It stood solitary and alone, looking out over the grass pastures that I had yet to take advantage of. 
 
    My imp and I both confronted it slowly as if it was some alien entity ready to attack. Arriving before it, I saw the carved idol that sat atop it. 
 
    It was a small statue of different landscapes mashed together; trees, mountains and hills sat upon a grid. 
 
    I touched the idol as I had done with all of the others and examined the new window. 
 
    Unlock Map Room – 40GP 
 
    ‘A map room,’ I read, remembering that Alorion couldn’t see the window. ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think it sounds like what it is.’ 
 
    ‘Could it give us some insight into the landscape?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    Alorion’s memory of past events only went so far, but I didn’t blame him for that. If he could tell me everything then it would be like having a cheat code for unlimited information, and that would give me an edge over every camp and every tribe across the land. I hadn’t shared the thought with him but I suspected that his memory had been reset along with the land when Master Marlo had kicked the bucket, although a few scraps of information remained. 
 
    I paid the amount, and the new structure faded into existence. 
 
    It was similar to the others, but within lurked a giant table. Things were dark and with no room for torches in the walls, I could only wonder what the hell I was supposed to do. 
 
    A small pedestal was situated before the table. I crossed to it and leant against it, only to see a blue light appear. 
 
    Before I could register what was going on the light spread across the table. A grid of hundreds of squares appeared, all illuminated by the glowing blue light. 
 
    Only one square, the block at the very centre, held any sort of defining features. It was nothing but a tiny pixel. 
 
    I leaned over the table and tapped the square. It quickly expanded to fill the table, and at its centre was a small patch of land with a line stemming from it a few inches. 
 
    Upon the line were written the words ‘Orakin Tribe’. 
 
    ‘That’s us,’ Alorion confirmed. ‘And here are the places that you have visited so far.’ 
 
    Three more locations were apparent on the map – the bandit’s camp, the trading post and Ichabod’s Cove, as well as the sections of forest that I had traversed in getting to these locations. The distance and size was all to scale, and considering how little space they took up I suddenly realised just how huge this place was. 
 
    Agraria was the size of a country. The battle that had taken place years before my arrival was essentially a civil war. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ I said shaking my head of the thought and examining the area. ‘So every time I go to a new place I can view it on the map. That’s helpful. At least I don’t have to create one myself from memory. But what about…’ 
 
    I retrieved the map that I had looted from the bandits and set it down on the pedestal. I had no idea if this would work or not. 
 
    After a moment of quiet as Alorion and I stared at the pedestal in curiosity, a line of light washed over the map like a computer scanner, only much faster. A box appeared before me. 
 
    Upload map? 
 
    WARNING: Maps may not be accurate. 
 
    That was interesting. Any map could be uploaded; even if it was something drawn on the back of a napkin and thrown onto the pedestal, it would appear. 
 
    The bandits probably never assumed that their map would be stolen, and they weren’t exactly the smartest bunch in the world. I could only assume that it was accurate due to its self-serving nature. 
 
    I would need to take the distances with a pinch of salt, though. 
 
    I uploaded the map, and its details flickered to life on the table. 
 
    The overlapping details of Ichabod’s Cove were apparent immediately, as well as the other locations. Things weren’t exactly to scale. I deleted the overlapping locations that we were already aware of, selecting them and deleting grids bit by bit, and roughly placed the locations indicated upon it that I hadn’t yet ventured to by dragging them. 
 
    ‘The Rourke Homestead,’ I read, placing the location around four miles west by my best guess. ‘And Ark Point. That looks like a quarry of some kind based on the illustration. But this Rourke place… Rourke is a family name, which may mean that its owned by somebody. I don’t want to get into a fight with anyone unless they’re starting a fight with us first.’ 
 
    ‘That may change one day, master.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I agree that we must look towards building defences soon, but one day in the future, and it may be far off, but one day we may need to seek to be… Aggressive in our actions.’ 
 
    ‘Is this the crazy-violent part of you speaking again?’ 
 
    ‘Yes and no, Jack. A successful tribe cannot rely only on its defended borders to keep enemies at bay. Sometimes the fight must be taken to them. Warnings and threats must be given in order to let outsiders know just how powerful a tribe is.’ 
 
    I dwelled on his words for a moment. I had always been the one to respond in the past, rather than to start things. I had been in more than my fair share of fights, be they with fists or with guns, but I was never one to start them. 
 
    ‘One day,’ I replied. ‘If it needs to happen then it needs to happen. Right now I’m focused on looking after my people and keeping my land safe. We’ve been attacked once already, and while that may have been a one-off by some opportunistic assholes who happened to be camping in the area, we don’t know when it could happen again.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master. What defences do you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘The thought had crossed my mind to build a perimeter, but the amount of wood that would be needed to border the land is way more than we can afford right now. We need to be smart about this.’ 
 
    ‘Is that not what the stone and wood supplies from Ichabod’s Cove are for?’ 
 
    ‘No. We need to localise it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘When I was a kid we used to be told stories in school during assemblies. I don’t remember a whole lot of them, but one stuck with me. 
 
    ‘In a peaceful kingdom there is a farmer’s daughter. She is the most beautiful woman in all the land and she is invited to many banquets across the kingdom by men hoping that they can take her hand in marriage. 
 
    ‘During one of these parties she feels the touch of silk beneath her feet for the first time, and it captivates her. She says that whichever man can provide the feeling of silk beneath her feet for the rest of her life – that is the man she will marry. 
 
    ‘The dukes and earls and lords of the land get to work buying extraordinary amounts of silk, and send their minions to work blanketing the land. The streets and the fields are covered with silk, the mills work overtime, people are worked to the bone. 
 
    ‘The young lady is impressed by the men’s efforts, but as a farmer’s daughter she is used to walking the land, and continues to trace the fields where silk has not yet reached. 
 
    ‘This goes on for many months, until a simple carpenter gets an idea. He loves the farmer’s daughter just as many other men do, but instead of putting his hands to work he puts his mind to work on solving the problem. 
 
    ‘He crafts a beautiful pair of silk slippers for the woman, and presents them to her. She is enamoured with her gift, and promises to love the carpenter for all her life. After all of the resources and man hours burned up by the rich men, all it took was a simple solution.’ 
 
    ‘So… You’re going to craft some slippers for our citizens?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard a single story in your life?’ 
 
    ‘If I have there are a very few that I can remember. That said, I do remember spending my younger years eating insects and throwing faeces at my brothers. It wasn’t exactly an educational upbringing.’ 
 
    ‘My point is,’ I continued, choosing to brush past the shit-throwing comment, ‘that what we really need to protect right now is our citizens. Anyone who might attack will want our resources. We’re just something that gets in the way. They won’t destroy our crops, because that’s what they’re going to come here for. They’ll take us out first, so we need to give ourselves the upper hand. 
 
    ‘I’m not worried about you and I and the girls. We’re safe with our weapons in the tree at the moment, and you’re safe in the forest, but Tormus and Eri have shown themselves to be both loyal and useful. They need a strong home. That’s what the bricks are for.’ 
 
    Leaving the map room, I spent the 30GP required to upgrade the well and delivered the tomato seeds to my new settlers. 
 
    Tormus prepared the land while Eri got to work on examining the seeds and putting the new well to work, hurrying back and forth with watering cans from her inventory. 
 
    Once the work was finished the six of us treated ourselves to a lunch of seasoned corn and water before sitting back and relaxing for a little while. 
 
    Despite the fact that we were a little short on coin, things were starting to look up. 
 
    ‘All right, everybody,’ I declared, pushing up from the ground and standing before them. ‘Time to get to work.’ 
 
    ‘On what?’ Eri asked. 
 
    ‘Building a new home for you two.’ 
 
    They both looked at me with raised eyebrows. 
 
    ‘Did you really think I was going to let you live in that dingy old shack for the rest of your lives?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, but…’ Tormus said. ‘But it has only been one night.’ 
 
    ‘You’re helping keep this tribe alive, and that deserves no less than a reward.’ 
 
    What would have taken weeks or even months in my world took us only a few hours. After deconstructing their wooden shack, we all got to work utilising the materials that we had returned with from the cove, and steadily, bit by bit, the house materialised. 
 
    The mechanics of this world really were a dream come true. 
 
    It was a two-story structure with a living room, kitchen, room for torches, even a bedroom. Things were a little bare inside, but it was a hell of a start. 
 
    They both thanked us all profusely. Eri looked like she was about to cry, but it was Tormus who shed a tear. 
 
    We spent the rest of the day tending to further jobs and tidying any mess that we had left behind. Before the day came to an end Ariadne gave me another lesson on how to wield my sword correctly, as well as how to use her throwing knives. 
 
    To be frank, I sucked. It looked easy when she did it, but Ariadne had been training for years with her people, and even she missed shots. I could hardly get my blade to hit a tree, never mind keeping the thing on target in the first place. 
 
    At the close of day I headed to bed with Ariadne and Lara, who both stripped down to their underwear and crawled into the twin beds with me. 
 
    ‘So what do you think?’ I asked Lara. 
 
    ‘It’s a start,’ she said. ‘But considering that you only arrived in these lands a few days ago you have managed to accomplish a lot. I am impressed.’ 
 
    ‘Just getting started,’ I smiled. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    After a few days of hard work I managed to catch up on a little sleep. The land had been quiet overnight, and after dressing and getting breakfast in the morning I called a meeting in the map room among the six of us. 
 
    ‘I don’t know if this is going to work,’ I said, activating the map, ‘but I need to know. I need each of you to place your hand on this pedestal. If you have knowledge of other areas it might help us plot out the surrounding lands.’ 
 
    Ariadne went first, and even though the map offered up the opportunity to upload knowledge, nothing changed. 
 
    Everyone took a turn, even Alorion, but nothing happened. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ I muttered. ‘I think knowledge of the land can only be uploaded once somebody has become a member of the tribe.’ 
 
    ‘Can I make a suggestion?’ Tormus said, raising his hand. ‘This area here, the Rourke Homestead, may be of some use to us. We are beginning to grow a wider variety of food, with the tomatoes and potential others in the future should the ground accept it, but it would be wise to also add some meat to compliment it. Homesteads almost always have pastures, and pastures often contain animals, particularly ones that graze. If this pasture was marked off by whoever created it, it would likely be for some important reason. There must be something of value there.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t had wild boar in weeks,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Ariadne agreed, ‘And that taurem meat we had a few nights ago was magnificent. Our grass pasture on the south side would be an excellent area in which to raise them.’ 
 
    ‘Taurems…’ Alorion groaned. ‘Oh, lord, the shit…’ 
 
    ‘The fact that that’s one of the main things you can remember from your previous life seriously worries me,’ I said. 
 
    ‘That’s how bad it was. Waves of the stuff. Like I said before, wonderful meat, but it comes at the cost of burning off the hairs in your nostrils from a distance of twenty yards.’ 
 
    I dwelled on the thought of raising and killing an animal for its meat. I had killed plenty of humans, but never an animal – not deliberately, at least. 
 
    ‘I guess I’d know how to kill one,’ I said, ‘but when it comes to prepping one for consumption I have no idea. Does anybody know how to do it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m reasonably adept,’ Lara said. ‘Hunting comes with being able to prepare animals.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t just go for food,’ Eri said. ‘Every part of an animal can be used. Hide can be used to create clothing. Even the bones can be ground down for bone meal. It would be excellent to utilise this for the tomatoes in particular. It can increase the speed of growth. Even the manure, as Alorion says, can be used for fertilising the land. Or we can trade it all away for profit.’ 
 
    ‘Every part of this sounds good,’ I said, ‘Apart from the slaughtering part of course, but we can get to that later… And the heaps of shit.’ 
 
    I kind of wished that I still had Coron around to do the dirty work, but I wouldn’t admit that in front of Tormus. 
 
    I looked to the map again, examining the spot where the Rourke Homestead resided. The prospect of enhancing our wealth, whatever the form, was always an important one. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘I’m going to head out there today. I’m only taking one person with me, though.’ I turned to Tormus and Eri. ‘You two may have been safe here, but there’s power in numbers.’ 
 
    ‘Might I volunteer myself?’ Lara said. ‘We need to find a way to bring the animals back, and my hunting skills would be put to good use. And if worst comes to worst, an arrow will do the trick from a distance.’ 
 
    I agreed to the proposition, figuring she would be the best companion for a job like this. Our group dispersed for the day, and Lara and I stocked up on provisions for the journey ahead. 
 
    Before we left Ariadne came running up to me out of nowhere and wrapped her arms around me. She kissed me hard and pleasurably, and I took her in my arms and returned it. 
 
    ‘What was that for?’ 
 
    ‘For luck,’ she smiled, ‘and in case anything happens.’ 
 
    ‘Uhh… Thanks…’ I responded slowly, smiling back at her and crossing to the stables. I guided the horse and cart out, setting off with Lara by my side and hitting the road once again. 
 
    ‘You weren’t joking when you said that you were Ariadne’s master,’ Lara said. ‘Considering it has only been a few days she has taken a remarkable liking to you.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, if somebody freed me from captivity, I think I’d take something of a shine to them too.’ 
 
    ‘So you really did save her from slavery, just like she said?’ 
 
    ‘I bought her from a goblin at the local trading post. Her tribe had been disbanded and she had nobody.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re using her as, what, some kind of sex-slave?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said sternly. ‘That’s not how it is.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, I’m joking,’ she laughed. ‘She’s a foxgirl, I get it. They’re very kinky.’ 
 
    ‘There’s more to it than that. She… Understands me.’ 
 
    ‘What is there to understand?’ 
 
    ‘Forget it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on. Don’t be like that. I really want to know.’ 
 
    I paused, thinking about it. 
 
    ‘She’s… Loyal. She’s always eager to help, and she knows how to fight. You’re a pretty damn good fighter too, but I don’t know about the loyalty part. And I do love her.’ 
 
    Lara scoffed loudly. ‘How have I been disloyal to you?’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t, but…’ 
 
    ‘But what?’ 
 
    ‘But you’re much, much more… Bad.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘Everything’s a joke, and everything comes with that little smile at the edge of your mouth, like you’re plotting something.’ 
 
    ‘What could I possibly be plotting?’ 
 
    ‘To kill me while I sleep?’ 
 
    ‘With a dick like that? There’s no way.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to know.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m serious,’ she rounded before me and walked backwards as we headed along the trail. ‘I’ve been with men before… And some women… But the way you felt inside of me the other night at the cove was unbelievable. I never let a man finish in my mouth, but this time I was glad to… And to swallow down your seed, too.’ 
 
    I was trying to casually brush off her words, but my ego was inflating like a balloon, and my pants growing a little tighter in the process. 
 
    ‘So that’s what I am to you?’ I replied, matching her tone. ‘Just some object to pleasure you with?’ 
 
    ‘No, I just… I struggle to grow close to people, that’s all. It is rare that a man makes me feel like that, and unheard of to me that he would invite me back to live with him.’ 
 
    ‘You can trust me,’ I said. ‘I know that’s a stupid thing to say in a world like this, but you can. Taking care of my people is important to me, and taking care of my girls is the most important.’ 
 
    This was the first sign of vulnerability I had seen from her since we had met. The walls had slipped a little. 
 
    ‘So in your world people are really so prudish?’ 
 
    ‘Like you wouldn’t believe. Some people put their sexuality out in the open, but they aren’t looked at favourably by everybody else in society. People are mostly monogamous.’ 
 
    ‘Mono-gamoos… What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Only having sex with one person your entire life.’ 
 
    ‘What a dull world…’ 
 
    ‘There’s a saying in my world, though – it’s the quiet ones that you should worry about the most. A lot of people who are prudish out in the open do some crazy things behind closed doors. Things that would probably shock some of the people in this world, never mind mine.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot imagine having to hide yourself in such a way. Was the other night strange for you? Back at the cove?’ 
 
    ‘For a few seconds… Then it turned into a fucking dream. There are very few men in my world who ever experience something like that. Do people in tribes behave like that? Just going about all day like it’s ancient Rome?’ 
 
    ‘What is ancient Rome?’ 
 
    ‘I mean… Do people just go about having sex all day?’ 
 
    ‘Those who are outside of tribes, like myself, tend to do as they please. Within tribes, though, the master often has many women by his side, who are all loyal to him and him only.’ 
 
    ‘What about the citizens?’ 
 
    ‘Citizens tend to be more, how you say, monogamous. Like Tormus and Eri. They are families.’ 
 
    I liked the sound of this more and more. Ariadne had blown my mind the first night I had spent with her, and then there was Lara too… There could even be more in the future. 
 
    ‘But Ariadne asked me for permission the other night to be with you. Do all wives do that?’ 
 
    ‘Many wives enjoy each other’s company. It keeps them pleasured when their master is away. Is there so much wrong with that?’ 
 
    ‘Not if it’s with another woman who is one of my companions,’ I replied resolutely. ‘If anything I like the idea of my women growing closer to each other. But if you choose to be part of my tribe over the next few days, loyalty is what I expect. You’re with me, and no other man.’ 
 
    ‘You have already proven yourself to be a remarkable man,’ Lara replied. ‘And an even more remarkable lover. You may be the one to finally tame me, the one who I commit myself to.’ 
 
    Tame me, I thought shaking my head and smiling as she turned away from me to look back down the trail. 
 
    If we were back on Earth and Lara had a car, she would probably have a picture of Marilyn Monroe on the back with ‘If you can’t handle me at my worst then you don’t deserve me at my best’ written beneath it. 
 
    Still, though, the sheer idea of taming her – what the hell did she mean by that? 
 
    I shook my head of the thought and we continued along the trail. We were heading slightly west of the bandit’s camp just a few miles off, and once we passed it our new path became just as incoherent as the rest of the forest before it vanished completely. 
 
    ‘I like the forest,’ Lara said simply. ‘The trails are pleasing, but it’s good to see that they don’t go everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly convenient for us, is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s not, but there’s something to say for that. Oftentimes people can become too arrogant. They think that they have control of the wilds, only to find themselves lost out here.’ 
 
    Snap. 
 
    We halted in our tracks. 
 
    That hadn’t come from beneath our feet. 
 
    I ran a hand up the side of my horse, calming it as best as I could, and placed my other hand on my sword. 
 
    ‘That’s no good out here,’ Lara whispered over at me without even looking. ‘By the time it’s on us it will be too late for close-range combat.’ 
 
    She retrieved her bow from over her shoulder and drew an arrow quickly. 
 
    We scanned the forest hurriedly for the source of the sound. It was too loud to be a bird. 
 
    SNNOO-O-O-R-R-T-T-T. 
 
    The undergrowth rustled violently ten yards ahead. In a streaking line, the cause suddenly rushed towards us. 
 
    Lara fired an arrow and hit the shape. 
 
    There was another retching snort just as the creature exploded from the undergrowth and rushed towards us. 
 
    It was a huge boar, black and angry with sharp tusks pointed right at us. The arrow was sticking out of its side firmly, but it had done little to slow it. 
 
    I dodged to the side just as the boar reached me. A brush of air swept past my leg as it slowed to a jog and rounded, moving to charge at us again. 
 
    ‘I think you just pissed it off more.’ 
 
    ‘Choose your weapon then, Master Jack.’ 
 
    Despite being under attack, she was still mocking me. But I was too stubborn for that. 
 
    I drew my sword and readied it. The boar mounted another attack and rushed back towards us. 
 
    Lara fired an arrow that twanged into its back. The boar released another guttural yelp but continued its charge. 
 
    Easy, I thought. A well-timed swipe and it’ll go down. 
 
    I calculated the shot perfectly, slicing through the boar’s side. 
 
    The boar flailed at the strike, squealing madly, but quickly screeched to a halt and turned back on me. 
 
    I only narrowly missed being speared through the leg by one of its tusks, but the force of the blow sent me off balance and plummeting to the ground. 
 
    Despite its brief success the boar had given up its attack. It staggered away to a nearby tree as Lara leaned over and held out a helping hand. 
 
    She pulled me to my feet with a swift tug before we crossed to the boar and examined it. 
 
    Wheezing breaths were escaping its maw. Its eyes were dazed and struggling to stay open. 
 
    ‘You do the honors,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘You’re the hunter.’ 
 
    ‘And you need to know what it is to kill an animal.’ 
 
    The idea seemed juvenile, but Lara was right. I may have executed one of our attackers several days ago back at the tribe, but I was actually feeling remorseful about this. 
 
    The boar had only been acting on instinct. 
 
    If there was one thing I had learned since arriving in Agraria, though, it was that survival of the fittest was a rule to live by. Hesitation over killing your prey would get you killed, either via knife or starvation, real quickly. 
 
    I turned the handle of my sword to point the blade down and closed my grasp around it. Bringing the tip to the boar’s neck, I aimed carefully before raising the blade and driving it powerfully into the beast. 
 
    Its breathing seized almost instantly, and after the brief jolt from the withdrawal of my blade subsided, the forest went quiet. 
 
    No – not entirely quiet. 
 
    ‘Do you hear that?’ Lara asked. 
 
    I nodded in agreement. Somewhere close by there was a sound of scraping and squeaking against the ground. 
 
    We traced the sound to a spot around twenty yards away. Beneath the thick trunk of a huge tree was a small hollow covered by leaves and twigs. We pulled it away to see the source of the squeaking. 
 
    ‘Oh shit,’ I muttered. 
 
    A small sounder of five piglets were wrapped up on a bed of dry leaves and twigs in the hollow. 
 
    ‘You know what this means, don’t you?’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘Yeah… We just killed their mother.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, if we are speaking in accurate terms it was you who killed her.’ 
 
    ‘You fired the first shot. Anyway what the hell are we going to do with them?’ 
 
    ‘Put them out of their misery.’ 
 
    I shot Lara a look of disdain. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘No. They will die out here without the care of their mother. A quick death is much more merciful than one they may suffer at the hands of a wolf.’ 
 
    At first I didn’t say anything. Much to my chagrin she was right again. 
 
    ‘Look… We’ll cover the hollow back up with something to reinforce it, just to make sure nothing gets to them. On the way back from the pasture we’ll herd them up and bring them back to our land.’ 
 
    ‘And do what with them? Without sustenance they will die.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll find some way to feed them.’ 
 
    Lara sighed deeply. ‘For a tribe master you have far too much compassion.’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m just not game for killing a mother and her children in a single afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Lara reluctantly agreed. ‘But if we get back here and find them ripped to shreds by a predator, don’t blame me.’ 
 
    We took some time out from our journey to reinforce the entrance to the hollow. Any heavy sticks were lodged and overlapped in the dirt to create a barrier between the piglets and the outside world, then a thick layer of uprooted shrubbery to hide them from view. 
 
    Afterwards we returned to the mother boar that we had killed. Using some tarpaulin and a length of rope from the horse’s inventory, we wrapped it up and placed it in the cart’s inventory. It’s weight took up 5 spaces. 
 
    ‘How long will it keep, do you think?’ 
 
    ‘A day or so. Once we get it back to the tribe, cut it, salt it and store it, it will keep for around a month. We should just hope it doesn’t start to smell.’ 
 
    I made a mental note of it. It was a factor I hadn’t considered yet, taking into account the fact that all of the meat we had eaten back at our land had been purchased from the trading post on the same day. 
 
    A month. With no refrigerators or freezers around, the news was a godsend. 
 
    Lara assured me that she would be able to track the spot and return us to it upon our return journey, and we continued on our way to the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    The trees began to thin after another mile, and a few hundred yards later we emerged onto the green fields that the bandits’ map had promised. 
 
    The view was like something out of a dream. Blue skies towered overhead giving onto a slightly rolling hill of overgrown green grass that danced lightly in the breeze. 
 
    The pasture was around an acre in size and framed by a fence which had seen better days. Despite the idyllic appearance of the place, the manmade features had been neglected, and the wooden fence around it was rotting and in disrepair. 
 
    And, above all else, there wasn’t a single animal in sight. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ Lara said reluctantly. ‘I somewhat take back the notion of killing the piglets. We may need them if no other creatures of use dwell here.’ 
 
    ‘Things are too quiet,’ I said. ‘Look at this place. Why wouldn’t anybody choose to put it to use, human or animal?’ 
 
    I proceeded to hitch the horse and cart to a nearby tree. We kept our weapons at the ready as we traversed the pasture, moving over the rise and attaining a view of the other side. 
 
    At the end of the field was a farmhouse that looked in a slightly better state than the fence. It was a squat, wooden structure with two floors that could maybe hold a small family. It had clearly taken damage over the years from the elements, but the inhabitants had done a decent job of taking care of it. 
 
    A large stable split into two sections was connected to the left side of the house.  
 
    ‘Those are taurems,’ Lara said, pointing to the two large bull-like creatures in the left-hand stable. They were covered in thick, black fur, sporting two pairs of horns from the tops of their heads. In the other stable was a large black horse chewing on a bale of hay.. 
 
    ‘The Rourke’s are a family,’ I said. ‘Somebody has to be living in that house. Shit.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Well I’m not going to rob them. They’re not a tribe and they’re not trying to kill us. They’re just out here doing what Tormus and Eri were trying to do before the bandits captured them. They’re… Living.’ 
 
    ‘But they have animals,’ Lara whispered. ‘Even if we can’t just take them, we could do some trading while we’re here. Otherwise the whole journey was for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Not completely for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, you mean your dear darling dead piglets in the forest? How could I possibly forget…?’ 
 
    ‘You’re fucking cold, do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I am, because I’m a hunter. I know how the world works out here.’ 
 
    I looked towards the farmhouse, eyeing the open windows for some sign of movement. We were too far off for any movement to be visible. 
 
    ‘Let’s go see what they’ve got,’ I said. ‘No doubt they trade at the post just like us. If we cut out travelling costs we might be able to secure a good deal for some provisions. Maybe even some livestock.’ 
 
    We moved from our hiding place in the grass and headed towards the house. I was already plotting how to greet the family without looking like we were trying to murder them considering there was no reasonable way to hide our weapons without abandoning them in the grass, and there was no way that that was going to happen. 
 
    Ten yards from the house, the front door burst open on its hinges. A bearded man clad in formal clothes appeared, wielding a huge crossbow loaded with a single gigantic bolt. 
 
    He was in his 50s and didn’t exactly look like the type to go shooting people in the face, but his aim was true and that bolt was pointed directly at my forehead. 
 
    I didn’t go for my sword, but Lara went straight for her bow and aimed an arrow at the man. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah!’ I yelled out, holding my hands up but keeping my feet planted to the spot. I didn’t even know this man’s name, but I had little doubt that he would butcher me right there if I made a single step towards him. ‘Let’s everyone just calm the fuck down.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you people?’ The man asked shakily. ‘What are you doing on my land?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t know it was your land. We were just looking for someone to trade with.’ Technically the truth, and there was no way that I was going to divulge the original-but-now-defunct-stealing-the-livestock-if-the-place-was-abandoned plan. 
 
    I shot Lara a stern look. She gave me an equally stern one in return, but eventually conceded and lowered her bow. 
 
    ‘You’re a little heavily-armed for traders, aren’t you?’ The man continued, keeping his crossbow raised. 
 
    ‘Can you really be too careful in the wilds?’ I replied. ‘I’ve been attacked more times in the past few days than I can even count.’ 
 
    ‘Father? What is the matter?’ 
 
    Behind the man a girl appeared. She was in her early twenties, with a pretty face and her hair tied up in a tight bun. 
 
    ‘Go back upstairs, Santana.’ 
 
    The girl gave me one last look before doing as she was told and disappearing out of sight. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t mean you any harm. We were under the impression that this place was abandoned, but apparently that’s not the case. We’re just looking to trade, I promise.’ 
 
    The man looked between us, his eyes squinting as he analysed us carefully. Steadily he began to lower his crossbow, before nodding at us both. 
 
    ‘I don’t mean to be aggressive,’ he said. ‘But the gods have not been kind to us lately. They have thrown many challenges our way.’ 
 
    ‘No harm done,’ I said, lowering my hands. ‘What do you mean by challenges? Has someone been attacking you?’ 
 
    ‘Not someone. Rather something. We have been subject to attacks from wolves on more than one occasion.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why you don’t have any animals in the pasture.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. They come at night, a small pack of three by my count, but they are ferocious. They have killed many of the animals that I have been raising this season, and now I am left with only my taurems and my daughter’s horse. Gods, I do apologise for burdening you with such worries.’ He held out a hand, which I shook. ‘My name is Jeremiah. Jeremiah Rourke.’ 
 
    ‘Jack,’ I replied. ‘This is Lara.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry about pointing my bow at you,’ she said, shaking hands with him. ‘As my master said, we have endured some fights recently.’ 
 
    Master? Why the hell is she saying that? 
 
    ‘Caution keeps a person alive,’ Jeremiah smiled, before hesitating. ‘Did you just say your master?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘So you are a tribe master,’ Jeremiah said, returning to me and looking me up and down. 
 
    ‘I am,’ I said confidently. ‘But as I said, I mean no harm. My only wish is to take care of my people, and trading is an important part of accomplishing that.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. I feel that I know an untrustworthy person when I see one, and you seem to be earnest in your intentions. But let me welcome you into my home first. It is rare that we have visitors out here.’ 
 
    There was no way that I was going to turn the offer down. Jeremiah led us inside his house and we got seated at a dining table in the open living area on the ground floor. 
 
    Their home was well-lived-in and quaint. It had a small open-plan set-up downstairs with a kitchen and living area, and a staircase to the right that led up to the upper floor which comprised a small bathroom and three bedrooms. 
 
    ‘Some tea for our guests, please, Santana,’ Jeremiah said as he led us into the kitchen. His daughter got to work immediately, heating a pot and retrieving a series of cups. ‘Be seated, please,’ he continued, ushering Lara and I to the kitchen table. ‘You are my guests.’ 
 
    We did as we were told, and a few minutes later the three of us were sat around the table, being joined by Jeremiah’s daughter with a tray of tea. She was a beautiful young woman in her early twenties, with red hair and light blue eyes that seemed to carefully analyse her own motions as she passed a cup to each of us. 
 
    Once the steaming cups of transparent red liquid were set out, she took a seat in the remaining seat at the table. 
 
    ‘This is my daughter, Santana,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Santana, this is Jack and Lara.’ 
 
    ‘A pleasure to meet you both,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Jack is a tribe master. They are here to trade with us, although I am unsure what they wish to trade.’ 
 
    ‘Is this a family farm?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It would be my intention to pass the homestead along to Santana when I pass, but recent events have made it difficult.’ 
 
    ‘The wolves,’ Santana said. ‘We have been plagued by these monsters for the last few months. They come at night and terrorize us in any way they can.’ 
 
    ‘Your father mentioned,’ I replied. ‘Have you tried to kill them?’ 
 
    ‘They are brutal animals,’ Jeremiah said, ‘and my beliefs prevent me from hurting other living creatures, even if they seek to hurt us. I am a cleric, and healing is my passion.’ 
 
    ‘What beliefs?’ 
 
    ‘We are followers of the Agrarian Gods.’ 
 
    ‘There are very few who still follow the old ways,’ Lara added. ‘My master has only recently arrived in these lands and is unfamiliar with many practices.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Have you travelled far to be in these parts?’ 
 
    ‘I guess you could say that. So let’s get down to business – do you have anything you would like to trade with us? We’re in the market for livestock if that’s something you’d be willing to trade.’ 
 
    Jeremiah and Santana exchanged a look. 
 
    ‘I am an honest man,’ he started, ‘and in that respect I am not a negotiator. I am unable to defend myself and my land in any way, and I am running out of options. It is likely time that we must leave, so here is what I say to you; provide myself and my daughter with safe passage to the closest trading post, and I will give you my taurems in return.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all?’ I said. ‘It… Seems a little much for just a few hours work.’ 
 
    ‘As I said, I have no way to defend myself or my daughter. The only weapon I have in my possession is a crossbow and a single bolt that I have never used. It is powerful, but it can only be used once, and even if I was willing to use it, I am not a very good shot. I have attempted to hold out, but we must leave this land and look for somewhere safer.’ 
 
    The deal was right there on the table, but it didn’t feel right. 
 
    ‘Would you mind if we stepped outside for a few minutes?’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘It is an excellent deal,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘I know, but that’s the problem. I’m exploiting him.’ 
 
    ‘What is the problem with that? It is not a pleasant situation, true, but it is also not our responsibility.’ 
 
    ‘He’s in a bad situation and we’re taking advantage.’ I thought quickly before coming to a conclusion. ‘I’ve got a better idea. One that works out better for all of us.’ 
 
    Jeremiah came to meet us outside. 
 
    ‘I’ve got a proposal for you. It might not be one to your liking, but hear me out. If I take your livestock I’ll be taking one of the last things from you that’s keeping you and your daughter alive. You might last a few months, maybe, but after that things could get tough.’ 
 
    ‘The gods will show us the way. I have no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure that’s the case, but the gods keep sending wolves to your door. Once your animals are gone, they will come for you, and they will come for your daughter. Here is my offer: let me and my companion stay with you tonight, and we will kill the wolves when they come.’ 
 
    ‘And what would you ask for in return?’ 
 
    ‘That you and your daughter pack up your belongings and your livestock and join my tribe.’ 
 
    Jeremiah stared back at me before scoffing lightly and looking at the ground. 
 
    ‘That’s an interesting proposition. Why do you seek our admission?’ 
 
    ‘Because there’s safety in numbers. You’re good people, and you have excellent skills that could be put to use within a community. You both know how to work with livestock and horses. And you’re a cleric – we’re in dire need of a healer on our land.’ 
 
    ‘What would you do if I refuse?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. We can make the deal that you agreed to, I’ll take your livestock and we’ll probably never see each other again.’ 
 
    Jeremiah exhaled deeply and rounded past me, looking out onto the field and then turning back towards the house. 
 
    I followed his gaze, seeing Santana preparing some food in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘She has been the most important thing in my life since I first saw her. Any decision that I make is for the good of her.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ 
 
    ‘I was part of a tribe once, you know? Before the great war. I could sense that things were about to erupt, so I and my wife departed for this land and began this homestead. My wife enjoyed life here until, well… Anyway, I have been wary of the notion of tribes ever since then… But I believe it was the gods who sent you to us. Maybe this is a sign…’ 
 
    Jeremiah paused for a final time before holding out his hand. I shook it, but no window appeared this time. It was a mutual agreement between us, one that didn’t need any binding contracts. 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ I replied. ‘Listen, if we get moving now we might be able to make it back to my land before nightfall. That way we could avoid the wolves altogether.’ 
 
    ‘Whether it is night or not is inconsequential. The wolves use the forest for cover. If we leave now they will use the darkness of the forest to attack. That was why I needed your protection in the first place. We must wait for them to come to us.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Last time I had left the tribe for Ichabod’s Cove I had been afraid for the safety of Tormus and Eri. On this occasion, though, they were well-defended and had Ariadne to take out any potential intruders. 
 
    The Rourke Homestead was composed of only the field and the farmhouse, giving out onto forest on all sides. We were exposed all around. 
 
    I made a trip to the edge of the pasture and led the horse and cart towards the stables upon Jeremiah’s advice. 
 
    As I made my way up the path that bordered the field, Santana emerged from the house and smiled over at me. 
 
    ‘What a beautiful creature,’ she exclaimed, hurrying up to the horse and stroking its mane delicately. ‘Where did you find him?’ 
 
    ‘He just kind of… Appeared one day, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘Well, he is a gift from the gods, no doubt. Come, let us take him to the stable.’ 
 
    She led the horse expertly into the stable and hitched him alongside hers. Her own horse was a larger animal, black with the occasional brown patch, and probably capable of carrying two people on its back with ease. 
 
    The horses nuzzled each other briefly before taking to chewing on a large bale of hay. 
 
    ‘Your father said this is your horse.’ 
 
    ‘She is. Her name is Myranthia. I have been riding for many years now. Can you ride?’ 
 
    ‘I know the basics, but I haven’t ridden for years. I’d like to brush up on my skills.’ 
 
    ‘There is nothing else like it. Oh, taking a trail on a lazy day is fun, but galloping across a field at high speed is more thrilling than anything you shall ever experience. Mmm… There’s nothing quite like riding hard.’ 
 
    My eyes went wide at that last sentence. I looked over at Santana, but she was busy admiring our horses. 
 
    ‘You mean riding a horse, right?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She said quickly, pulling herself out of her trance of watching the horses and looking over at me. ‘Oh, of course. I have never had the opportunity to truly push Myranthia to the limits, though. I always run out of field to use.’ She let out a light, delicate laugh. ‘If I could, I would just ride and ride and ride until my legs couldn’t take it any longer.’ 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut and lowered my head, shaking it lightly. 
 
    There was no way that she was making these innuendos by accident. 
 
    But then I had been wrong before. 
 
    I set the thought aside. I was being stupid. She was an actual cleric’s daughter, guarded and sheltered. There was no way that she would do anything like that. The most trouble she had probably ever caused was skipping a word in whatever holy texts she read on a daily basis. 
 
    ‘Father tells me that we are to join your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. With the wolf attacks it would be best for you to seek some safety. You can do that with my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know how to feel about this… I have lived on this land my entire life. It will feel strange leaving it, and so suddenly.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but I don’t want that to be the case. Not in the long-term, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘When our numbers have grown I’d like to turn your homestead into an outpost for the tribe. We can use the land, raise animals here. You could even run the community.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Santana scoffed, turning and shooting me a smile as she brushed Myranthia. ‘What makes you think I could lead somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘Like you said, you’ve lived here your entire life. You know this land of yours better than anyone.’ 
 
    ‘Not better than my father.’ 
 
    ‘Your father is a wise man, but he has other skills, too. It would be better for his abilities to be put to use in the community. As a healer he is invaluable.’ 
 
    Santana crossed to me slowly. 
 
    ‘Why are you doing this?’ 
 
    ‘Doing what?’ 
 
    ‘Being so kind. My father and I have never been met with such generosity from strangers.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re good people, and I want as many good people to be a part of my tribe as possible. Don’t get me wrong, we need folks who can fight, but I value loyalty more than anything. Without loyalty my tribe would be nothing.’ 
 
    Santana had stepped to the spot right before me. Our faces were just a foot apart as she looked up at me, her eyes searching and intense. 
 
    Her lips pouted ever so slightly, enticingly. I pinned it down to a tick of the moment, but another part of me was convinced of one thing. 
 
    If I kissed this girl, she would kiss me back. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ I said quickly, feeling my heart racing, ‘I should, uhh… I should get back outside, to… You know…’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Santana said quickly, nodding and taking a step back as she breathed deeply. 
 
    I turned and headed outside quickly, drawing in a big breath of fresh air in the late afternoon heat. 
 
    Christ… 
 
    In any other scenario I would have called myself an idiot for bailing like that, but this was completely different. 
 
    I couldn’t just kiss Santana – her father would probably spear me with a pitchfork and then tell me the deal was off to my corpse, not to mention the fact that I had just met her. And who was to say she actually wanted to? 
 
    I smacked myself over the head several times, only stopping when- 
 
    ‘Jack? Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I said hurriedly, turning to the front door of the house to see Jeremiah. ‘Oh, yeah, sorry, I’m fine.’ 
 
    ‘I have prepared a room upstairs for you and your companion. You should get some rest before nightfall. There is some food up there, too. Fresh milk from the taurems, and bread.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jeremiah,’ I said, heading over to him and shaking his hand. ‘I appreciate it.’ 
 
    With a smile I headed inside the house, a smile which quickly fell from my face once I was out of sight of the head of the house and upstairs. Had I just made a pass at his daughter? Had she made a pass at me? 
 
    ‘Lara? Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘In here,’ her muffled voice said from behind the door at the end of the short hallway. I stepped inside, closing the door behind me to see Lara sitting at the end of the bed in her underwear, sharpening one of her arrows with a flint. 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ I said. ‘You get a little privacy and you have to strip down?’ 
 
    ‘What? It’s getting hot out there. Besides, there’s nobody around.’ 
 
    I couldn’t argue with her. Today had been the hottest that I had yet experienced in Agraria. 
 
    ‘Still,’ she smiled. ‘Don’t tell me you don’t prefer me dressed down like this.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I do,’ I remarked, ‘but we’re in a freaking cleric’s house. Him and his daughter are on the property. Just… Try not to leave the room without any clothes on.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll try… Master.’ 
 
    I was already turned on after my brief encounter with Santana, but hearing Lara say that made it even worse. 
 
    ‘I thought you were still considering whether to join my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘I am, but that doesn’t mean that we can’t role play, does it?’ 
 
    If only she knew what that meant back in my world. 
 
    ‘I guess not…’ 
 
    ‘I told you. I will join your tribe when you can properly tame me. When you can show me the real man that you are.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t done that already?’ 
 
    ‘In battle you are formidable, and in the bedroom you are a pleasurable lover, but I still think that you are holding something back from me.’ 
 
    ‘And what would that be?’ 
 
    ‘Real domination. I have always been the hunter, but it is rare that I have been on the receiving end… Captured and submitting to a much more powerful creature.’ 
 
    Lara set her arrows aside and stretched back onto the bed, presenting her perfect body before me as she writhed gently on the sheets. 
 
    I knew exactly what she wanted, and in the stifling heat and the thought of the oncoming battle that night, adrenaline was already pumping through me. 
 
    I pulled away my clothes and rounded the bed to her side. Staring intensely into my eyes and without saying a word, she grazed a hand down her body, further and further down until she had slid beneath the material of her underwear. 
 
    Her mouth fell open as she touched herself, steadily moving her hand in circular motions beneath her underwear. Her eyes began to flutter lightly as she smiled up at me. 
 
    I pulled my boxer shorts down over my legs, revealing my throbbing length before her. Lara’s eyes set on me greedily, turning her head to me as I brought my cock to her. 
 
    She opened her mouth, taking me hungrily and wrapping her wet lips around me. There was no build-up – she kept pushing her lips down my length until she was somehow taking all of me in her mouth while continuing to pleasure herself. 
 
    Lara held herself there, lapping at my shaft as I stared down, open-mouthed at the sight of her taking all of me. She rubbed herself faster and faster, stifled moans escaping her full mouth, until- 
 
    A high moan escaped her lungs, her body shuddering and shaking as she climaxed. She pulled away and panted deeply, unashamedly bringing a trail of moisture between me and her mouth. 
 
    ‘You’re too much…’ I groaned. ‘What if they hear you?’ 
 
    ‘Would you really care?’ 
 
    ‘… Probably not, no.’ 
 
    I was too turned on and too lost in the moment, but in the back of my mind the worry remained. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I smiled. ‘You do need taming.’ 
 
    ‘Then show me, master. Make me submit.’ 
 
    ‘Get on your hands and knees.’ 
 
    Lara gladly did as she was told, pushing up onto all fours on the bed as I stood at the edge. 
 
    She returned to my wet dick, taking me in her hand and guiding me into her mouth once again. 
 
    I wrapped my hands into her soft hair and pushed into her mouth again, thrusting into her slowly as I fucked her mouth. Lara happily submitted herself, lapping her tongue at me ferociously. The feeling of her wet mouth against the ridges of my length felt unbelievable. 
 
    This time it was me who had to stop myself from making too much noise. 
 
    A few minutes of this and I could have finished into her mouth again – back at her room in the cove it had been impossible to resist. But I had more of her body to enjoy. 
 
    I pulled myself from her, guiding her body back onto the bed and spreading her legs. She couldn’t resist touching herself again, and I was glad to let her. 
 
    I guided myself between her legs, the soaking wetness of her body apparent the moment I met her. I pushed into her, filling Lara with my length slowly before taking her hard and deep on the bed. 
 
    The deeper and faster I moved, the tighter her eyes clenched. Suddenly she clasped a palm over her mouth to stifle her moans as she clenched the bedsheets in her other hand. 
 
    I commanded her hips, pulling her body to me and holding myself inside of her before grinding her body up and down against my length. I could have spent my entire life inside of her, but I was being pushed to my limits already. 
 
    Lara’s eyes suddenly went wide as she gazed up at me. 
 
    ‘Oh my god…’ She moaned. ‘You’re gonna make me…!’ 
 
    But I wasn’t going to let her have it that easy. She wanted taming, and I was going to do just that. 
 
    Commanding all of my will, I pulled from her body as she writhed. 
 
    ‘Please, master…’ She moaned quietly, ‘please keep going…’ 
 
    ‘Beg me.’ 
 
    ‘Please, master, I’m begging you… Please fuck me.’ 
 
    ‘Present yourself to me.’ 
 
    I had never spoken like this before in my life, but with Lara it felt right. This was how she wanted it. 
 
    She got on her hands and knees again, but this time facing the other way. She could hardly support herself as she shook, but she was desperate to take me. 
 
    I admired the sight of her perfect behind as I guided myself into her one last time, taking her hips in my hands and filling her up. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes…’ 
 
    Her arms gave and she kneeled before me, balling the sheets in her fists and lowering her head against the bed as she took me. 
 
    The sight and the sensation of her body was incredible. The owners of the house could only be nearby, and here we were fucking each other like there was no tomorrow. 
 
    ‘That’s it, master, there…!’ 
 
    ‘Tell me…’ I grunted. ‘Tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m yours, master… Oh, gods…’ 
 
    Lara’s body seized hard. She bit into the bedsheets, releasing a stifled scream as she came around me, her walls clamping down on my shaft tightly. 
 
    I couldn’t contain myself any longer. I buried myself in her, finally releasing myself and filling her up with my seed. It pumped out of me in waves as I groaned hard. 
 
    By the time our orgasms had subsided we were both shuddering and shaking with the aftermath of the rushing adrenaline. Lara’s body shook, a light whimper escaping her as I pulled out of her and collapsed onto the bed. 
 
    ‘How’s that for a role play?’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘Not a role play…’ She panted. ‘That was exactly what I needed… And you’re the man that I need… The master that I need.’ 
 
    She reached a hand out to me. Our fingertips wrapped around each other’s lightly. 
 
    Of all things that I wanted to appear after sex, a box wasn’t one of them, but it was here anyway. 
 
    Accept Lara into tribe? 
 
    I tapped the accept button and welcomed in my second partner. 
 
    ‘Two women in my life,’ I said. ‘What did I do to deserve this?’ 
 
    Lara only smiled and snuggled up to me, but I already knew the answer. 
 
    Fighting a pack of wolves in the dark. That was the cost. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    After eating and drinking from the food Jeremiah left for us and napping for a few hours, we awoke just before sunset and equipped our clothes and weapons. We possessed my longsword, Lara’s bow and 15 arrows, and eight charges of Arcane Blast. It had seemed stupid to waste two charges practicing, but after commanding the power of magic I realised how important practice was. It was far more powerful and more formidable than anything I had wielded so far. 
 
    I was reluctant about heading downstairs, worrying that Jeremiah or Santana had heard something, but going by their behaviour they were none the wiser. Santana was locking up the livestock while Jeremiah was closing the wooden panels against the windows. 
 
    Together the four of us locked down the house and the stables, and just as the sun reached the horizon Santana returned through the front door, barring and locking it behind her. 
 
    Jeremiah lit candles in the dimness of the house’s cosy ground floor and boiled another pot of the sweet tea that Santana had served us earlier, and a few minutes later we sat in the quiet, sipping at it. 
 
    ‘How sure are we that they will come tonight?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ Jeremiah replied. ‘Some nights they stalk in the grass. Others they remain in the forest. But one thing is always present; their howls. They are always echoing in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘You said there are three, right? Wolves hunt in packs, which means they will probably stick together. If we can hit them by surprise then we might have a chance at ending this battle quickly.’ 
 
    ‘They do hunt in packs, but they are willing to split from each other if it means taking their prey. We have been problematic for them. They have learned how to attack from different directions.’ 
 
    ‘And if one goes down,’ Lara continued. ‘No doubt that the other two will come running to its rescue.’ 
 
    ‘As long as we stay inside the house, we should be safe, though, right?’ 
 
    Jeremiah and Santana exchanged a look. 
 
    ‘They… Have breached the house before,’ she said. ‘They are used to fighting in the wild and becoming hurt. The submission of their prey is the most important thing to them, even if it means risking great injury to themselves. They will endure pain… As they did when they broke the windows before.’ 
 
    ‘They broke your windows?’ I said. ‘How?’ 
 
    ‘Their skulls are incredibly strong. We managed to go unseen in the attic,’ Jeremiah added. ‘It is likely the safest place, but there is no other exit than the trapdoor. On the occasion Santana spoke of, we were trapped in the attic for two days before the waiting wolf finally relinquished and returned to the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus…’ I muttered, running my hands through my hair. After taking down Ga’lash this job seemed like a breeze, but the logistics of pulling it off were becoming more and more complicated. 
 
    Lara shot me a look and took me aside. 
 
    ‘We focus on one,’ she said. ‘We do whatever it takes to bring it down from the house. Once we’re past that hurdle we can worry about the others. But splitting up two will be much easier than dealing with three, particularly when you and I are the only ones wielding weapons. It may also be wise to use some of your Arcane Blast.’ 
 
    ‘You think they’ll be okay with the use of magic? A lot people are afraid of it.’ 
 
    ‘We must choose between using magic and getting killed. To me it seems like a rather simple decision. Master.’ 
 
    I was still getting used to her calling me that. From Ariadne’s mouth it had come unashamedly and quickly, but from Lara there was a twang of sarcasm – not that I minded her attitude. 
 
    ‘Things will be fine,’ I said, returning to the kitchen. ‘I’m sure that-’ 
 
    A high, chilling howl suddenly burst through the forest somewhere nearby. All four of us fell silent, listening until its haunting echo disappeared. 
 
    The sound may have ended, buts its presence remained. 
 
    The sun had set quickly before I could even realise. 
 
    ‘Santana,’ Jeremiah said in a hushed voice. ‘Douse the lights.’ 
 
    Over the next few minutes their movements were mechanical. They blew out candles and checked the shutters in a precise order. It was so efficient that I could tell they had done it countless times before. 
 
    While Jeremiah checked the first floor and Lara readied her bow and checked her arrows, I joined Santana’s side at the window. Her profile was like a portrait as the moonlight seeped in through the cracks in the wood. She was paler and more beautiful than I had even realised, but her expression was filled with a weathered fear. 
 
    ‘Does the light attract them?’ I said quietly, looking out onto my limited view of the pasture. 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘How come they don’t come out during the day, then? I would have thought that they were afraid of the light if they’re nocturnal animals.’ 
 
    ‘They are only nocturnal because they choose to be. Darkness provides the best opportunity for an attack. The moonlight guides their way, and the light that humans strike calls them forth. There are more than a few stories of plenty of travellers that have gone missing in the forest at night, with only bloody clothing, bones and burned-out torches remaining.’ 
 
    I gulped and checked the handle of my sword at my side. 
 
    ‘But then there are other stories, too,’ she continued. 
 
    ‘What other stories?’ 
 
    ‘It is strange… On many nights the howls of the wolves dominate the trees, but on quiet nights something else takes their place. Something else quietens their calls.’ 
 
    ‘What something else?’ 
 
    Santana turned to my slowly, the moonlight illuminating one half of her face, the other shrouded in darkness. 
 
    ‘Something much bigger. Something that releases a roar that makes the trees shake and the roots themselves hide beneath the dirt.’ 
 
    Another howl suddenly sounded out, this one higher in volume. 
 
    ‘That was closer,’ Lara said quietly from close by. 
 
    I ordered Santana to head upstairs with her father. There was no sense in keeping them in the kitchen. The attic was the most obvious, sensible option. 
 
    After giving Jeremiah a leg-up and then Santana, his silhouette looked down at me from the darkness above. 
 
    ‘I’ll leave it open,’ he said. ‘Just in case you need to retreat up here.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope not,’ I nodded. 
 
    Lara and I headed into Jeremiah’s room and crossed to the boarded window. She pulled the shutters slightly to the side, and pushed the wooden barriers out, giving us a space one foot wide and two feet tall to look out of. 
 
    Moonlight spilled over the pasture from the sky above. It lit up the field precariously, creeping around the clouds and onto the tall grass wherever it could. 
 
    ‘This would be a lot easier if they had cut the grass, wouldn’t it?’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘The wolves are smart. If the grass was short, they would just avoid it. They would approach the house from a different direction. This way they can get to us without being seen… In their minds, anyway. Which means we need to keep our eyes open.’ 
 
    Lara readied her bow and arrow. 
 
    We waited for dragging minutes, surveying the pasture. Just as a breeze of hot air swept through the gap in the window, Lara shifted. 
 
    ‘There.’ 
 
    I followed her line of sight and saw it. There was no shape, but a trail through the grass was forming unnaturally quickly, and it was heading straight for us. 
 
    It reminded me of a spider – at a single touch it moves impossibly fast, scurrying across the floor. 
 
    But this was no insect. 
 
    The wolf knew where to look for its prey, but it didn’t know we were up here. 
 
    Lara quickly drew an arrow and aimed it, her line descending inch by inch as the wolf drew closer. 
 
    As it reached the end of the grass, approaching the cleared space outside the front of the house, it slowed. 
 
    She didn’t hesitate. The arrow was let loose, vanishing into the dark. It moved so fast that I didn’t even see it in the air, but I heard its effect. 
 
    It struck something in the field, and not a moment had passed when the pained howl of the wolf was unleashed. 
 
    Then, silence. 
 
    ‘Got him,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘You think he’s down?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
    I looked at her in confusion, but she was still analysing the scene ahead. 
 
    An explosion of howling sounded out. It wasn’t just coming from the wolf that had been struck, but the others in its small pack, too. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ I muttered. ‘That doesn’t sound good.’ 
 
    ‘No, it does not.’ 
 
    The shape in the grass had halted momentarily after the strike of the arrow, but as its howling chorus came to an end it continued its sprint, breaking into it instantly. 
 
    The wolf rushed from the grass and stampeded towards the house in the moonlight. It was bigger than any I had seen on Earth; three-feet tall and five-feet long, a squat, heavy creature with knotted grey fur and gnashing teeth that snarled at us below dead, black eyes. 
 
    Lara’s arrow, which was sticking firmly into its body just below its neck, had definitely served to piss it off. 
 
    The wolf reached the house but didn’t slow; it hurled itself at the front door, using its momentum to throw the side of its body against the surface. 
 
    The strike was so strong that I felt the floorboards vibrate. 
 
    On a given night they would have circled the house and likely left it alone, but one wolf was now under attack, and the others knew about it. 
 
    Through the grass on each side of the pasture, two more shapes arced from the forest and made their swift approach towards us. 
 
    There was only room for one of us to attack from the window, and Lara was taking the lead. 
 
    She leaned out the window, producing more arrows, and fired them quickly at the wolf by the door. A second, a third. 
 
    As the fourth hit there was another strike against the front door, and I heard the wood splinter. 
 
    ‘It’s down, but the others are almost here,’ Lara said. ‘They’re going to get through. We need a plan.’ 
 
    I already knew what I was going to have to do. 
 
    I turned to look back at the hallway, knowing that Jeremiah was back there. 
 
    Do it or die. 
 
    ‘Master?!’ 
 
    I moved Lara aside and equipped the power stone, readying my hand before me as I peered out. The two wolves were racing towards the door, right where their fallen companion was lying. 
 
    ‘Arcania!' 
 
    The ball of purple fire formed quickly in my hands. I launched it straight at the wolves just as they reached the door. 
 
    One darted to the side, dodging it as the trodden ground scattered with low purple flames. The second remaining wolf launched its attack on the door. It struck the wood just as the flames hit its side. 
 
    This time the wood fractured completely, caving in. The wolf may have continued its attack upon the house, but my spell had done its damage; it whimpered out, recoiling and dashing away. 
 
    The first wolf that had managed to dodge it took off to the left, hurrying out of sight too. 
 
    The pattering footsteps on both sides eventually faded from earshot, but that didn’t mean they had left the pasture. 
 
    ‘Well that worked,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘No shit,’ I smiled nervously. ‘But they’re not down yet.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be back.’ 
 
    We had to go on the offensive. 
 
    I hurried into the hallway with Lara right behind me, stowing away the power stone and drawing my sword. 
 
    ‘What was that noise?’ Jeremiah asked from the open attic as we passed. 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘One’s dead, and another hurt. Stay hidden.’ 
 
    Our hosts did as they were told. 
 
    We descended the stairs slowly, our weapons drawn and at the ready. Already I was caught between my longsword and my magic; if I had to switch to Arcane Blast I would need to be quick, and it would mean losing my ability to properly wield my melee weapon. 
 
    With two hands I could command the longsword properly, but it offered a lot less power against the wolves than my magic – not to mention it could manage as many strikes as I required. 
 
    An unsettling quiet had set itself over the kitchen. Moonlight shone through the front door, or what was left of it at least. The bar had been smashed in two by the brute force of the wolves’ skulls, and the door was hanging off its hinges. 
 
    We were open to attack, but the monsters were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I nodded at Lara and she in return. I led us towards the door, climbing over the smashed wood and into the front yard of the house. 
 
    ‘You see them?’ I asked, searching the darkness. 
 
    ‘Nowhere,’ Lara whispered. ‘Wait…’ 
 
    I held my breath, listening hard, and heard it. 
 
    There was a rustling coming from our left towards the forest. Focusing on it and scanning the space, I saw it move. 
 
    The wolf dashed from the forest and into the tall grass. We traced it until it reached a small verge and went out of sight. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ I muttered, keeping my sword ready. ‘You see it?’ 
 
    ‘Not yet…’ 
 
    The silence in the pasture drew out torturously. The dying purple embers of the Arcane Blast were going out behind us. 
 
    The grass to our left suddenly rustled, and the wolf emerged. 
 
    Lara had time to fire an arrow just as it pounced from the ground straight at us. It struck the wolf in the side of the head, releasing a sharp yelp. It was the one that had been injured, but it was showing no sign of giving up. 
 
    We both dove to the sides, splitting up. The wolf’s mane grazed past my shirt as it passed us, its gnashing teeth missing my shoulder by inches. 
 
    We turned just as it hit the ground, circling around and back to stare us down. 
 
    Lara didn’t hesitate. She fired another arrow. 
 
     It should have been the end for the creature, but with a combination of the darkness and the wolf’s heightened senses, it missed by a miniscule amount. 
 
    It should have gone for her first as she was reloading another arrow, and the panic on her face was apparent, but instead it eyed me down and sprinted at me. 
 
    My heart pounded hard as it closed in. I held my blade in both hands defensively before my body as it went for another flying attack. 
 
    Its jaws wrapped around the blade, sending me falling onto my ass. The force knocked the wind out of me, but there was no way I was giving up. 
 
    It gnarled and gnashed atop me, its teeth clenching around the blade as it cut into its gums, but it continued on relentlessly with no regard for itself. The tip was forced down against the ground next to me; I could slice to the left and cause some damage but there would be nothing to protect me from its brutal bite. 
 
    With no other options, I grabbed the exposed end of my blade with my other hand and pushed back. I had to tighten my grip, the blade digging into my palm painfully as the warm sensation of my own blood spilled across my hand in a quick flow. 
 
    I grunted hard with strength, then yelled out fiercely as my arms strained to push back. Bending my leg, I kneed the creature as hard as I could in its body. 
 
    With the shock the wolf relented for the briefest of moments, giving me time to shove it back hard. It staggered back from my body, its scarred mouth sending blood dripping from its gaping maw. 
 
    I pushed up, ready to take it on again. My bloody hand met my other as I took a grip on the handle of my sword once again. 
 
    WHIP. 
 
    The sound of the air cutting was music to my ears. Another arrow slammed into the side of the wolf’s neck, releasing a howl from its lungs. It looked between I and Lara with a mix of anger and pain. It took a few steps back, then turned hard and darted back into the grass towards the forest. 
 
    ‘Its almost down, Jack,’ Lara said. ‘We need to catch up with it.’ 
 
    ‘You go,’ I commanded, catching my breath, ‘I need to guard the house.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t split up! We’ll be too undefended.’ 
 
    ‘These things are smart. If the last one can see us right now it’ll go for the house.’ 
 
    ‘Jeremiah and Santana are in the attic. They’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘True, but fighting in a confined space will spell death for both of us. You said that these things are smart. It’ll know not to come out.’ 
 
    Lara glanced between the grass and the door. 
 
    ‘I’ll be right back.’ 
 
    She turned and dashed into the grass, heading over the verge and out of sight. 
 
    I backed towards the door, checking my palm. The cut wasn’t too deep, but it would need to be cleaned soon. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ Jeremiah’s voice called down the stairs from the attic. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    ‘I’m here. There are two left. Lara’s dealing with one.’ 
 
    ‘And the other?’ 
 
    ‘I’m still working on that. Sit tight.’ 
 
    ‘Do what now?’ 
 
    ‘Just stay up there.’ 
 
    I tore the sleeve from my overshirt and wrapped it around my hand in a makeshift bandage, once again taking my weapon in my grasp. 
 
    It was quiet across the pasture where Lara had gone. I was alone. 
 
    And the third wolf was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Thud. 
 
    The sound was too loud to have come from something random, but too muffled to be in close proximity – but I knew the direction it had come from. 
 
    It was the back of the house. 
 
    I headed around, creeping to the edge and looking out to see a lone rabbit hopping in the moonlight. It paused, its body rigid as it looked over at my still figure. 
 
    Suddenly the third wolf smashed through the fence. The rabbit was fast, but the unexpected attack from the predator was too much for it. It wrapped its teeth around the rabbit and ended it instantly, hurling its tiny body about. 
 
    It didn’t even move to eat it. All it did was savagely throw it around before chucking its corpse against the fence. 
 
    And from the wolf’s fur emanated the purple embers of my spell. 
 
    If the look on the previous wolf’s face had previously been one of anger, this was one of unabridged rage. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I turned and dashed back to the front of the house. The wolf howled at my heels. 
 
    Turning by the door, it sprinted around the side of the house and made right for me. 
 
    This time I was ready for the strike. I timed the hit and struck the wolf in the side of the head, slicing its jaw open on one side and sending it crashing against the side of the house. 
 
    It staggered to its feet as I backed away in the direction of the grass. 
 
    ‘LARA!’ 
 
    No response met my call. 
 
    The wolf mounted another attack. I readied another swipe, cleaving into the wolf’s side, but in doing so I was defenceless. Its front teeth sank into my arm, knocking my sword from my hand. 
 
    I yelled out in pain. It was like slamming my arm against broken glass. 
 
    With no weapon, I formed a fist and gut-punched the wolf hard. Just like the second, it released its grip just long enough for me to pull my arm free. 
 
    I could hear the tearing of my own flesh. 
 
    Holding my arm desperately, I moved away from the wolf towards the front door of the house. The creature moved slowly in my direction, one paw after the other, staring me down. 
 
    It had a taste for me now. 
 
    There was no way I would have enough time to cast Arcane Blast, even if my arm did work. The creature was yards away. I was out of options. 
 
    I turned and dashed into the house, kicking past the broken door. The wolf barked hungrily and sprinted after me. 
 
    With one arm bleeding, I used the other on the bannister to propel myself three steps at a time to the first floor. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ 
 
    Santana’s voice called out to me. 
 
    ‘Stay up there!’ 
 
    I could lure it to one of the bedroom’s and bar the door. It would give me enough time to clamber out of one of the windows. 
 
    But the wolf had caught up too quickly. 
 
    Yards along the hallway I heard it leap onto the landing. I turned to see it sprinting at me. 
 
    This was it. This was how I ended. 
 
    It leaped through the air at me. 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    The wolf’s mutilated, horrific mouth went wide. In the moonlight through the hallway window I saw its dead black eyes ignite with a devilish white fire. 
 
    The sound should have been my skull breaking into bits beneath its bite – but it wasn’t. 
 
    Seemingly from nowhere an arrow slammed into the wolf’s head. The force was so strong that it exploded through its brain, the arrowhead sliding through the bottom of its jaw and out. 
 
    Its body went limp in mid-air. It hit the ground and slid to a spot just a few inches from my feet. 
 
    I was backed against the door, bruised and bleeding, panting hard with wide eyes. 
 
    At first I thought the arrow had come from Lara, but as I examined the wolf I realised that it was no regular arrow. This was a bolt. 
 
    I stepped over its corpse to the spot beneath the attic trapdoor and looked up. 
 
    It wasn’t Jeremiah looking down at me – it was Santana. The heavy crossbow was in her hands. It was the only reason they weren’t shaking. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I panted. ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    Santana managed a smile before dropping the crossbow to her side. I caught sight of Jeremiah patting her on the shoulder and nodding. Maybe he would have been pissed off, but the occasion called for it. 
 
    Remembering Lara, I hurried downstairs and into the clearing. I snatched up my sword and saw her hurrying back across the pasture, her bow at the ready. 
 
    ‘It’s dead,’ she shouted. ‘Where’s the last one?’ 
 
    ‘In the hallway upstairs.’ 
 
    ‘You killed it?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh… Kind of.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean kind of?’ 
 
    Two kills to Lara and one to Santana. Even if I had done some damage and paid my dues in the form of a cut-up right arm, how the hell was I ever going to live this down? 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    With the fight over, Jeremiah and Santana couldn’t be more thankful. While Lara attempted to cover the door for the night using various pieces of wood that were on the property, he disinfected my arm and hand, then patched me up. 
 
    It had been days since the incident on the road with the bandits when Ariadne had had to fix my shoulder up, and I would never get used to the sensation of it, but Jeremiah’s clerical skills had me on the mend in no time. 
 
    Lara helped me up to bed and we slept through the remaining night, awakening the next day to a breakfast of boar meat sandwiches from Jeremiah and fresh milk served by Santana, brought from the taurems that morning. 
 
    ‘This is unbelievable,’ I said, drinking it back. ‘Do you eat like this every day?’ 
 
    ‘We may be short on funds,’ Santana replied, ‘but when living on a farm, food comes first. It is important to eat well. This is the last of the boar meat we have.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve been getting by,’ I replied. ‘It’s still early days at our tribe, and diversifying our food is going to be something that we’ll need to work on. I’m glad that’s your field of expertise.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right,’ Lara said. ‘I haven’t been there long at all, but I’m already sick of seeing corn… Master.’ 
 
    ‘We have tomatoes, too,’ I replied. ‘And…’ I glanced over at Lara. ‘The piglets.’ 
 
    ‘Oh no… I hope they’re all right.’ 
 
    ‘We need to get moving soon. There’s a lot to shift.’ 
 
    My travels to and from the trading post had been relatively simplistic so far; fill the cart with corn, bring Alorion or Ariadne along and hit the road. 
 
    This time things would be a little trickier. I had moved house more than a few times back on Earth, and I knew the golden rule of moving; you don’t realise how much crap you have until you have to move it to a new house. 
 
    ‘Bring everything you need. We’ll come back here in the future, but I don’t know when that will be.’ 
 
    Santana and I prepped the horses and taurems at the front. The horses each had a cart – Jeremiah had one in the back yard that we set up in no time. 
 
    After collecting our immediate belongings, Jeremiah and Santana loaded their primary possessions onto the cart. We were fortunate enough to be able to stow their beds and a few heir looms that they held dear, as well as their limited food stores from the kitchen. 
 
    To my surprise the whole process only took an hour. Our convoy was ready to move. 
 
    ‘Is that everything?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ Jeremiah replied, looking back at the house. ‘It just feels strange to be leaving this place behind so soon.’ 
 
    ‘It will be fine, father,’ Santana replied. ‘I have a good feeling about our future.’ 
 
    She gave me a warm smile which I returned. I had already set aside her words in the stable yesterday as me being a dumbass. After the previous day’s events with Lara in bed my head was clear, focusing on nothing but the road ahead. 
 
    ‘I do wish we had cleared these wolves from the land, though,’ Jeremiah continued. ‘They will start to smell soon. Who knows what infestations they will bring with them?’ 
 
    ‘So let’s bring them along,’ Lara suggested. 
 
    ‘What for?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We can use their fur and hides for crafting. The meat will be spoiled but we can still extract the okolla from its liver and kidneys.’ 
 
    ‘It’s what?’ 
 
    ‘This particular breed of wolf has valuable substances in its organs. They are very important for certain potions, and very difficult to acquire. We could sell them for a handsome profit.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine if you’re okay helping me carry them. I just wonder where we’re going to put the piglets. We’ve got no way to herd them all the way back to our land.’ 
 
    ‘If they’re still there,’ Lara said. ‘We don’t know if the wolves had a little starter before they showed up last night.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sick,’ I said, shaking my head. 
 
    ‘I’m just saying! We should prepare for anything.’ 
 
    Twenty minutes later we had moved the corpses of the wolves onto the cart. They were far from festering and largely intact. After stowing them carefully, I fashioned a separator from some broken wood to form a small space for the piglets, matted with hay. 
 
    Out of curiosity I checked the inventory of both carts. There plenty of spaces still remaining. 
 
    I just hoped we would have enough left for the piglets. 
 
    Our convoy packed and prepared, we hit the road. 
 
    Despite Lara’s cynicism about the safety of the piglets, she still pointed it out to me when we arrived at the spot near the road. 
 
    ‘This way, Jack.’ 
 
    I made a brief check of the surrounding forest for threats. Thanks to my huntress’s perfect sense of direction, we arrived at the exact spot to the sounds of squeaking and shuffling. 
 
    Our makeshift covering was undisturbed, even by the elements. I pulled it back and saw them all safe and sound. 
 
    ‘All right, you win,’ Lara smiled. ‘But, Master Jack, we still have to get them back.’ 
 
    In two trips we brought the squirming piglets back to the cart and placed them in the alcove, away from the wolf carcasses. They were a little agitated but settled in quickly, and with the carts now filled to the brim and the convoys secure, we set off again. 
 
    It was before midday when we arrived back at my land. Relief washed over me as we emerged onto the land to find it, and my few citizens, safe. 
 
    Tormus and Eri were taking a break in between their work and waved over to us from their house. Ariadne and Alorion came hurrying across the field in between shouts of where were you? and we thought you were dead! 
 
    Ariadne hurried up to me  
 
    ‘I’ll explain everything in a little while,’ I said, waving my bandaged hand at them. ‘In the meantime, Santana, Jeremiah, this is Alorion, my advisor, and Ariadne, my…’ 
 
    Jeremiah just nodded in acknowledgement, while Santana maintained the most oblivious poker face that I had ever seen. Everybody shook hands and greeted each other warmly, much to my relief. 
 
    We led the convoy to the tree and unhooked the carts from the horses before leading both horses and both taurems into the pasture of grass on the southern side of the land. The animals began to graze happily and showed no sign of taking off. Already they were growing accustomed to their new home. 
 
    After giving Jeremiah and Santana a tour of the land, I conferred with Alorion about the newest tasks that we had to complete. While every new citizen would bring prosperity in the future, each of them brought their own responsibilities. 
 
    ‘We’ve got our hands full.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Alorion replied. ‘Where do we start?’ 
 
    ‘We need to create an enclosure for the piglets. Somewhere where they’ll be safe. The stables will also need upgrading so that we can house the livestock.’ 
 
    ‘I would suggest that the stables can wait. In this heat there is no need to protect the animals from the elements. But the piglets will need somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. After that we need to build somewhere for Jeremiah and Santana to stay. Preferably close to the animals.’ 
 
    ‘We can relocate the stable soon.’ 
 
    ‘Relocate it?’ 
 
    ‘It is one of your privileges as tribe master. You can uproot buildings on the land that you control. It costs but a few gold to do so, but becomes more expensive the larger the building.’ 
 
    ‘That’s useful,’ I remarked, considering the possibilities. ‘We need a lot of supplies if we’re going to get all of this finished by the end of the day.’ 
 
    ‘Another trip to Ichabod’s Cove for stone, master?’ 
 
    ‘It’s too far. We’ll pay the excess for the supply of stone available at the trading post. Right now I want to make sure everybody’s safe. Tomorrow we can finally get started on constructing the defences at the outer perimeter.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Let’s get to work.’ 
 
    My first order of business was the pig pen. On the surface it seemed like a low priority, but considering how young they were it was important to get them fed and protected quickly. 
 
    The project was available at my Building totem. 
 
    Small livestock pen – Requires Wood Block x50 
 
    We had had wood when building Tormus and Eri’s house, but there were only 15 units remaining in storage. 
 
    But I had iron. And that meant I had the resources to acquire some more. 
 
    After crafting an axe at the Defence Totem, I met Alorion outside. 
 
    ‘Do trees go down as easily as corn does with a sickle?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not quite as easily, but for a man of your strength it should not be too taxing.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Any resource can be gathered as long as the correct tool is used. For example, your sword may be sharp, and while it may succeed at slaying your enemies it will do nothing to bring down a tree. Speaking of which, what happened out there?’ 
 
    ‘We got into a fight with some wolves, rescued a father and daughter and brought them back here with their resources.’ 
 
    ‘So a normal day’s work, then?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much.’ 
 
    I headed to the forest with my tool and moved fifty yards into the wilderness, where the trunks stood squat and thick. 
 
    I picked my tree, one that looked a little less sturdy than the others, and measured my axe against the wood. 
 
    Aside from chopping wooden blocks for the fire with my dad years ago I had never done anything like this. He had done the cutting. Tree surgeons existed for a reason; they could bring the trunk down in the most precise direction. 
 
    Me? I didn’t have a clue. All I could do was start chopping. 
 
    I dug my blade into the trunk, brought the axe back over my shoulder with both hands clasped tightly around the handle, and slammed it against the wood. 
 
    The vibrations resonated up both of my arms and sent a twinge of pain through my recovering arm and hand, but I could deal with it. After a few more strikes the pain became an afterthought lost in the back of my head, and the trunk started to give. 
 
    I was slicing through it ridiculously quickly; the progress could be compared to how everything seemed to work in this world; whether it was the growth and collection of crops or the reparation of wounds, things moved fast. 
 
    By the time I was halfway through the trunk sweat was pouring down my face. Despite the exertion required I still had a big, stupid smile on my face. 
 
    CREEAAAKKK. 
 
    I yanked my axe from the wood and stopped, then looked up. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The tree was collapsing right in my direction. 
 
    Sprinting to the right and moving clear, I watched as the tree came tumbling down to earth, landing horizontal in the undergrowth with a vibrating boom. 
 
    With the easy part down, I got to work slicing the weaker sections of the trunk into moveable sections which I hoisted back to the base of the trunk, using it as a chopping block. 
 
    The first units were tough, but I quickly got into the rhythm of it and formed a small pile of ten. 
 
    I opened my inventory and stored the wood within. It formed into stacks of three, not surprising considering its weight; if anything I was happy with it. 
 
    I continued with my work until I had more than enough for the construction of the pig pen, before heading back to the land with my new resources ready. 
 
    Returning to the Building Totem, I activated the pig pen construction and headed to the grass pasture in a spot close to the tree. The process was much shorter than the construction of the stone house, going up in minutes with the help of a few tools. 
 
    ‘Is it ready?’ Ariadne called across, ‘Because these little guys won’t stop squirming.’ 
 
    ‘Ready!’ I shouted across. A moment later Ariadne and Lara crossed with a pig under each arm, while Santana appeared with the last. 
 
    ‘This one is by far the heaviest,’ Santana laughed, ‘We have to be careful he doesn’t hog the food.’ 
 
    I opened the gate and the girls carried their piglets inside and lowered them gently to the ground before exiting. 
 
    ‘They’re adorable,’ Santana said. ‘This should provide ample protection for the moment.’ 
 
    ‘We need to see about feeding them,’ I said. ‘Water will suffice for a little while, but with their mother gone they need milk.’ 
 
    ‘The taurems.’ Santana nodded over to them in the field nearby, where they were grazing. ‘Piglets actually prefer taurem’s milk over their own mothers.’ 
 
    ‘Can you get some?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been doing it my whole life. I can serve some up in no time. We have a trough in the supplies that we brought, too.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Things are really moving forward, girls. And I never thought I’d say this, but thanks for remembering to bring a trough of all things.’ 
 
    ‘It is my pleasure, master. Many people do not realise how crucial an item is to their survival until it is no longer in their possession.’ 
 
    ‘Things are certainly progressing,’ Ariadne added, ‘but we don’t have time to rest. We need many more supplies; gold to upgrade our water resources. And…’ She paused briefly. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Well… I don’t mean to be rude, master, but… It would be beneficial if we could improve the hygiene situation within the tribe. We are all natural beings, but if we live together then we must also look towards looking after ourselves.’ 
 
    Even if the girls spoke about sex pretty freely – I would never forget my night in Ichabod’s Cove with them – speaking about hygiene in a formal way was still one thing that they apparently had in common with the people back on Earth. 
 
    They had a point. More than a point – it was a big freaking deal. 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said slowly. ‘I don’t know if I want to ask this question, but I kind of need to… How do you usually keep clean in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Our water supplies once sufficiently upgraded will offer enough bathing water for all, but without anything to bathe in we will struggle.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s all we need? Bathtubs?’ 
 
    ‘Essentially,’ Ariadne said. ‘Is that a possibility?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I said, taken aback. ‘I’m sorry it’s taken so long for me to think about that. I know we’ve been trying to stay alive, but there’s no excuse for… Anyway, I’ll get right on it. We need to make a big supply trip to the trading post before night arrives. Once we’re back we’ll be on top of things, but we need to get some gold together.’ 
 
    For the next hour we consolidated our crop supplies and began a round of harvesting. While Santana milked one of the taurems for the piglets on the Southern side of the land, Eri collected her tomatoes on the North into one of her baskets. They had ripened beautifully and were ready to be traded off. 
 
    ‘Keep a batch for us tonight,’ I asked her, kneeling by her side as she picked. ‘We’re going to eat well tonight. After the last few days everybody deserves a long rest.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master. Are you planning on taking some corn to the post?’ 
 
    ‘The price will still be low but I want to take as much as the horses can carry, so probably, yes.’ 
 
    ‘I have some additional sickles if they would be of use to you. With more than one person harvesting you could get the task accomplished much faster.’ 
 
    It was music to my ears. The tools were a little worn, but Ariadne, Lara and I got to work bringing the corn down in quick droves. In between chugging back water from our canteens and sweating in the midday heat, I realised how necessary it was that we stay clean. 
 
    While we completed our work in the fields, Santana finished milking the taurems and Jeremiah tended to the horses. We stocked one of the carts to the brim with crops before I returned to the pen just in time to see Jeremiah heading inside with the bucket, and Santana watching from the fence. 
 
    He set the trough down and poured the milk. The piglets seemed wary of his presence at first, but after backing away and exiting the pen they quickly scurried over to investigate the trough. 
 
    Their snouts sniffed for a few moments before they began to drink down the milk. 
 
    ‘Perfect,’ I said. ‘How long will that last?’ 
 
    ‘They will need to be fed again tomorrow,’ Santana replied. ‘This should easily last the night.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Can the taurems supply any more milk?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty.’ 
 
    ‘Get enough for a serving for everybody. We’re going to eat well tonight.’ 
 
    I returned to the tree and met up with Ariadne and Lara, who were checking the last of the supplies in the carts. 
 
    ‘That’s everything,’ Ariadne said, taking a deep breath and placing her hands on her slender hips. She was still wearing the new clothing that we had bought a while back, and it was drenched with moisture – coupled with her breasts pushed up by her tight top knotted at the front and her toned, exposed stomach, I had a hard time focusing on anything, especially in this heat. 
 
    This was the hottest day so far and I was conscious of spending too much time in the sun, but even in the shade I was suffering. 
 
    ‘I think the weather is having an effect on our master,’ Ariadne giggled to Lara, who raised her eyebrows and smiled. 
 
    ‘I don’t know how the hell you’re coping in this heat,’ I breathed, taking another chug from my canteen. ‘Doesn’t it bother you?’ 
 
    ‘We are used to it,’ Ariadne said. ‘But I am also used to wearing very little.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t call this very little?’ I said, nodding up and down at her skimpy outfit. 
 
    ‘It could be more… Flexible,’ Lara suggested. ‘How about you leave it to me to craft something a little more suitable for this heat, master? Would that be acceptable?’ 
 
    While Ariadne’s loyal words had an earnest quality to them, Lara’s, while genuine, had a knowing tongue-in-check tone. Still, I wasn’t going to tell them what they had to wear – especially if it meant them wearing less. 
 
    ‘Well, I guess I could make an exception,’ I said. ‘If you’re making an outfit for yourselves, though, please don’t offer one to Santana.’ 
 
    ‘She is a beautiful girl,’ Ariadne mentioned, ‘When you returned I was under the impression that you had claimed her as your own.’ 
 
    ‘Claimed her?’ I scoffed. 
 
    ‘You are the tribe master,’ Lara reminded me. 
 
    ‘She’s a person, not the last piece of meat that I’m fighting over. She’s hardly ever left her farm, never mind being… Claimed, or whatever the hell you’re calling it. I’m not like that. She’s not like that. I’m sure. And her dad is a freaking cleric. If he sees her skimping about in one of these outfits of yours he’ll lose his mind.’ 
 
    A few minutes later Alorion and I were leading one of the horses and carts through the north side of the land towards the road that led to the trading post. I had a brief moment to collect my thoughts and examine how things were moving along. 
 
    Making sure the needs of my people were met was always my number one priority, but with the two new additions to our tribe things had taken a sharp turn. They needed a house, especially in this heat. 
 
    Once the work of the day was completed I could get around to constructing the outer perimeter. We would be well-supplied and safe, with nothing getting in our way. 
 
    Halfway across the field I stopped at Tormus and Eri’s house. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon.’ 
 
    ‘Good afternoon, master,’ Tormus said. ‘I hope those tomatoes do well at the post.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they will.’ 
 
    ‘Care to try one?’ Eri said. I nodded and she handed some of the smaller ones to Alorion and I one from the supplies to be used for later. 
 
    The outer layer of the fruit gave a little resistance, but as my teeth cut through it an explosion of sweet and sour juice hit my tongue. The acidic sting that ran along my cheeks was more than welcome. 
 
    ‘Delicious,’ I said. ‘How are the moonseeds coming along?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I think,’ Eri replied. ‘We cannot truly know until the full moon hits them.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t tell before then?’ I looked past her. ‘They look like they’re growing pretty well.’ 
 
    ‘Come and see for yourself.’ 
 
    I kneeled by Eri’s side before the moonseed sprouts. They were planted on a patch of tilled earth only a yard in length and width, set out in rows, with 25 in total. Thin, red stems that were rigid in strength rose up from the ground. At their tips were large red bulbs comprised of four folded leaves that wrapped up their respective centres, hiding them from prying eyes. 
 
    ‘We cannot know the contents of the bulbs until they bloom on the light of the full moon, which will take place tonight. They could be rotting within, or they could be producing the dust that takes one into the sky…’ 
 
    The last words were said with a drifting, ethereal tone as she looked off into the distance. 
 
    ‘Have you taken it before?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we’ve taken it,’ Tormus said from behind me. ‘It is a pleasurable experience, master.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Well, I hope it goes well. Please don’t worry if things don’t work out, though. We’ll keep trying until it works.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, master.’ 
 
    I returned to the cart and headed to the forest while Alorion sat atop the horse. 
 
    ‘Great,’ I smiled. ‘A pair of stoner farmers. At least they know how to grow crops well.’ 
 
    ‘What is stoner, Master Jack?’ 
 
    I tried to think of the most straightforward way to explain it. 
 
    ‘You know the way you can eat things in this world and they make you relax? Well a stoner would be somebody who does nothing but eats that stuff and relaxes all day.’ 
 
    ‘So somebody lazy?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly – they take this stuff to the point where they don’t want to do anything else because they’re always so relaxed.’ 
 
    ‘It does not look as if the farmers want to lie around all day.’ 
 
    ‘No, that’s not what I meant… It’s too difficult to explain.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps it would be wise to be a little a tougher on them? The moonseed will likely be very valuable to our tribe, and growing it successfully would mean bringing in a hefty amount of gold pieces.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said quickly. ‘They’re doing more than enough to help keep the tribe going. Just because this stuff might not work out doesn’t mean I’m going to punish them. That would be ridiculous.’ 
 
    ‘You are certainly unlike any other tribe master that I can recall meeting.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever meet any others? Aside from your old one?’ 
 
    ‘My memory fails me… Perhaps. I know that we made dealings with others on occasion.’ 
 
    ‘That’s something that we might have to do again in future. But trust me, when that happens, I’ll turn on my ruthlessness.’ 
 
    ‘You will?’ 
 
    ‘I have to. I don’t push my people around, but that doesn’t mean I’ll let myself be pushed around by other tribes. If we lie down and take it they’ll walk all over us. Being powerful is about having conviction.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master. May I also say that your female companions seem to be very, uhh… Taken with you.’ 
 
    ‘I like to think so. Things have moved really fast with both Ariadne and Lara, but I wouldn’t change a thing about it. I…’ 
 
    I glanced over at Alorion, whose eyes were open expectantly as he listened. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘We can talk about this, can’t we?’ I said. ‘You know, you and me. Man to man.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master. I am your advisor, after all.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean on a level. I know you’re my second in command and all, but we’re both guys and we can speak about women, right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure how that’s different to what you just said.’ 
 
    ‘We’re friends. We can talk like friends.’ 
 
    ‘Oh…! Of course. I like to think that I’ve made a few observations on the behaviours of other beings. That I can recall, at least…’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ I smiled. ‘Well… I really like both of them. I told Ariadne that I loved her at Ichabod’s Cove. If I did that back in my world after knowing a girl for just a few days she would disappear.’ 
 
    ‘They are important to you, no?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    ‘And you enjoy their company?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. I couldn’t stand the thought of losing either of them.’ 
 
    ‘Then that is love.’ 
 
    ‘Really? So it makes sense to you?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ Alorion said, frowning and pausing. ‘My kind mate after a complex dancing ritual shortly after meeting. As a result I am not very seasoned in understanding the nature of love, but from my observations… You enjoy a person’s company, and you want to be with them all the time out of choice, and you never want anything bad to happen to them… That is love to me.’ 
 
    I dwelled on his words for a moment. For decades I had been surrounded by a saturated world of songs and movies whining about the topic, but it was rare to stop and pick the idea apart. 
 
    Things worked differently in Agraria when it came to relationships, that was for sure – not that I was complaining. 
 
    When it came to Ariadne and Lara, though- 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said. ‘I do love them. I love having them around.’ 
 
    ‘Then there is the answer you seek,’ Alorion smiled. 
 
    ‘I’m still getting used to the idea of saying that about two different women, though, and not getting my ass kicked in the process. The only way a guy could do that in my world is if he’s a billionaire or he’s paying for it… Or he’s really, really persuasive. Here I am with two of the sexiest girls I’ve ever met, and they’re both calling me master… A lot of guys would kill for that kind of life.’ 
 
    ‘There is nothing wrong with loving more than one woman,’ Alorion said. ‘At least, that’s what my observations would tell me. Besides, considering the danger that you endure on a day to day basis, I think that you perhaps deserve such a reward.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you’re right,’ I laughed. ‘I’ve gotten more new scars in the last week than I’ve received in my entire life. The love might be in abundance here, but so are the things trying to kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, master. Of course, the love could be in even more abundance considering the… Latest developments upon our land.’ 
 
    I pulled my eyes away from the path ahead to look at Alorion again. He was pulling the same look as before, but there was a strange grin on his face.’ 
 
    ‘… If you’re suggesting an orgy you can go to hell.’ 
 
    ‘A what, master?’ 
 
    ‘Where everybody gets together and… Has fun.’ 
 
    ‘Has fun… Oh. OH! Oh, by the gods, no, master. What a disgusting thought. Such activities are reserved for a tribe master and his women behind closed doors. I am talking about the arrival of this new young lady in our tribe.’ 
 
    ‘What, Santana? Not this again…’ 
 
    ‘She has taken a considerable liking to you, master.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I have seen the way that she looks at you. Only briefly, but all the same.’ 
 
    ‘Listen,’ I said firmly, ‘she’s a 21 year-old girl who’s lived on a farm her entire life with a cleric for a father. He’s a healer and as religious as can be, and she follows the same beliefs. We went to their house. I saw how much faith they have in the gods of Agraria. A man is the last thing on her mind.’ 
 
    ‘But you are no ordinary man. You fell from the sky.’ 
 
    ‘I was summoned by your ex-boss.’ 
 
    ‘Technically the same thing. She is very interested in you.’ 
 
    ‘She’s interested in looking after animals and riding horses. That’s all. Besides, even if she did ever like me, her father would murder me while I slept if he ever found out. He’s a valuable addition to the tribe and I don’t exactly need that happening. Right now I just need to focus on defences and gold.’ 
 
    Shortly after we arrived at the trading post which was bustling as ever. After a few days of regular trips, the bull-headed crop merchant seemed to have reached an understanding with us – we talked as little as possible, reached a deal quickly over the corn and tomatoes, and left each other with a nod. 
 
    With the cart lightened and a total of just under 600GP in my inventory, I checked the items on our list. 
 
    A bath tub, stone, and meat. The stone we purchased from a supplier for 350GP, a high mark-up compared to Ichabod’s Cove, but not as bad when I considered the shorter travelling distance. 
 
    Despite the need for hygiene and the trading post selling a large variety of different wares, a bathtub was the last thing that I expected somebody to be selling. It was a specialist item, something that most people in this place would only ever buy once – but I had a feeling about who might be able to supply one. 
 
    ‘Master Jake!’ 
 
    Cobb was sitting in a chair outside of his large tent, smoking a cigar in the shade of a veranda. He had ditched his jacket and rolled up his sleeves, moisture beading on his scaled goblin skin. 
 
    ‘It’s Jack,’ I corrected. ‘How are you, Cobb?’ 
 
    ‘As reasonable as ever, despite this wretched heat. Yourself?’ 
 
    ‘I’m well, thanks for asking.’ 
 
    ‘I do hope that you didn’t take our tense conversations to heart on our previous meetings. It was a pleasure doing business with you. It’s rare that you meet a man that keeps his word in these parts.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve come to learn that over the past few days myself.’ 
 
    ‘Is that right?’ 
 
    Cobb squinted in the sunlight before nodding and leaning his head back against his chair. 
 
    ‘So…’ 
 
    ‘So what?’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to try and sell me something? A few days ago you were the perfect salesman, now you can’t even stand up.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll forgive me for my lack of showmanship,’ he continued, picking up a fold-out fan from his lap and springing it loose expertly before wafting as much of a breeze into his face as smoke from his cigar. ‘The current climate doesn’t agree with me. In fact, my boys are in the process of packing up and getting out of here right now.’ 
 
    ‘It is pretty damn hot.’ 
 
    ‘There’s that… And the forest.’ 
 
    ‘What about the forest?’ 
 
    ‘The beasts, of course. Haven’t you heard?’ 
 
    Alorion and I exchanged a look before returning to Cobb. 
 
    ‘What beasts?’ 
 
    ‘A caravan was attacked last night on its way out of here. The Junkers. Poor little bastards didn’t stand a chance.’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t stand a chance?’ I repeated. ‘I thought they traded in weapons. Wouldn’t that make them the last ones that anyone or anything would want to attack?’ 
 
    ‘They may collect weapons but that doesn’t mean they know how to use them. Even so, they had a few security guards with them. Didn’t make much of a difference though.’ 
 
    Shit. 
 
    They had my gun. 
 
    ‘What happened to their resources?’ 
 
    Even in his subdued state, Cobb managed a smile. 
 
    ‘Look at you,’ he laughed lightly, ‘a group of innocent traders are killed and the first thing on your mind is looting their bodies. Now that’s the sign of a tribe master that’s going places.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not the first thing on my mind,’ I said. ‘I traded something with them a few days ago. Something precious. Something I wouldn’t like to fall into the wrong hands.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ Cobb said with intrigue. ‘Well, either way it doesn’t matter. By the time this thing was finished with them, whatever it was, everything had been ripped to tatters. Carts, resources, even the horses. Blood and limbs everywhere. Such a shame. There were a few things leftover which scavengers looted, but other than that it was all destroyed.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think it was?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea. Something big, or a pack of something. Strange, though. Caravans don’t usually get attacked in these parts, especially by beasts. They know to stay away from the roads.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Anyway,’ I trailed off. ‘Let’s get down to business.’ 
 
    ‘Please yourself,’ Cobb said casually, waving his hand towards the door of the tent. ‘Bring whatever you want out here and I’ll cut you a deal.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not coming with me? What if I steal something?’ 
 
    ‘My boys are inside, and quite frankly I don’t care. I’m about to pass out…’ 
 
    Alorion and I headed inside to find the tent in a different state of disarray to the last time we had seen it. Cobb’s men were packing objects away and organising the mess of wares into roughly organised piles. 
 
    ‘He wasn’t kidding,’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘It certainly seems that way,’ Alorion replied. 
 
    ‘What do you think it was?’ 
 
    ‘It could have been one of the many beasts that I have spoken of before. They dwell in the depths of the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Santana mentioned something similar back at their homestead… You don’t really think…?’ 
 
    ‘It is possible, Jack. But it could just as easily have been part of the pack of wolves that attacked you at the Rourke Homestead. Three may have come to the house, but more could still exist. If they fear that some of their own have been killed they could become more aggressive.’ 
 
    We moved through the tent, and among the stacks of junk we managed to find three bathtubs, two copper and one bronze, all battered and well-used but all a decent size. 
 
    After dragging them outside one by one, Cobb managed to turn his head in my direction to examine them. 
 
    ‘60 gold pieces,’ he droned. 
 
    I was convinced that I would need to barter on the price, but it was music to my ears. I would never need to buy them again. 
 
    ‘Deal.’ 
 
    With the stone we had just enough space in the cart to manage all of the items and made it back to our land by late afternoon. Alorion and I chatted absently, but there was only one thing on my mind, and it wasn’t the construction of the house – not yet anyway. 
 
    After leading the cart of supplies to a patch of land for Jeremiah and Santana’s house and setting the horse free to roam the field, I met up with Lara and Ariadne. I relayed what Cobb had told me. 
 
    ‘That’s not good at all,’ Lara said, biting her nails. 
 
    ‘They took down an armed caravan. Weapons, guards… It was only a few miles from here.’ 
 
    ‘We should be safe,’ Ariadne said. ‘They attack at night, right? As long as everyone is protected within their homes they should be protected.’ 
 
    ‘At the homestead the wolves broke straight through a barred wooden door. I thought that the houses would be able to protect them but that might no longer be the case.’ 
 
    ‘They are carnivorous beasts, too,’ Lara said. ‘They probably turned this attack of theirs into a banquet, in which case they will be slumbering. I’m confident we’ll be safe tonight.’ 
 
    ‘In that case we’ll get to building defences tomorrow. Tonight we build Jeremiah and Santana’s house.’ 
 
    ‘And then we eat?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘And then we definitely eat. Eri will have something planned for us too.’ 
 
    ‘Something planned?’ Lara asked. ‘What are you hiding?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe nothing,’ I smiled. ‘But we’ll see.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    We pulled out all the stops to get Jeremiah and Santana’s house built before sunset. Everyone contributed; even Alorion, despite his lack of strength, was able to supervise and check our supplies to ensure that we were moving as quickly as possible. 
 
    When the last stone was set into place and we all stood back to admire it, the father and daughter looked as if they were on the verge of tears. They shared a moment together while looking up at the structure, before Jeremiah turned to me and grabbed me by the hand. 
 
    ‘My daughter was right. You were a blessing sent to us by the gods. This is a fine home.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mention it,’ I said. ‘You’re a citizen on this land now. Every citizen needs a home.’ 
 
    With everything else we had progressed steadily, but when it came to housing I had no interest in doing things slowly. For every citizen I wanted to skip past the wooden shacks and move straight to a permanent building that was sturdy and durable against whatever faced it – hopefully. 
 
    Once the buildings were established, they would never need to be upgraded. I wasn’t going to micro-manage my citizen’s work. They all knew their jobs, I just had to assign them. It was better to leave them to their work. Tormus and Eri could take point on harvesting while Jeremiah and Santana looked after our new collection of livestock. 
 
    ‘I think we all deserve a decent meal after that,’ I said. ‘And a bath…’ 
 
    We set aside an hour to bathe before dinner. While the idea of hopping into a bath with Ariadne and Lara was one that I could definitely agree to, it made sense to use fresh water and hop in individually for hygiene purposes considering how hot it had been over the last few days – not to mention the fact that the bath would only fit one person in the first place. 
 
    I set it down in the corner of our home in the tree. Any excess water that spilled would sink through the cracks in the floorboards, draining effectively. 
 
    In the light of the setting sun Jeremiah cooked a meal of boar – using cuts from the one we had killed in the forest – grilled tomatoes and corn, topped with the same seasoning that we had previously purchased. 
 
    ‘You must sear it carefully,’ Jeremiah said as he worked, more to himself than to Ariadne, ‘and used the sides to test how well-done you want it. Allow the pan to do the work…’ 
 
    He had been a farmer all his life, and that had obviously brought with it the knowledge of how to cook steaks to perfection. Every single one that came out was cooked exactly how everyone wanted it. 
 
    If that wasn’t enough, just as the last plate was served up, Santana appeared with a bucket of fresh milk, which we all served into our canteens. 
 
    ‘My god, this is the life,’ I said, taking a bite from the boar and letting the juices rest in my mouth as I leaned back against the tree. 
 
    ‘We could just live like this from now on, master,’ Ariadne said, ‘build defences, increase our supplies, make plenty of gold and enjoy our prosperity.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a perfect plan,’ I admitted. ‘We have everything we need now; a supply of food, water, safe shelter, the ability to build our gold stacks. Tomorrow we can get started on defences that will keep our land even safer.’ 
 
    ‘You keep using this word, our,’ Santana said. ‘I have noticed it on several occasions since we met. What do you mean by this?’ 
 
    ‘This is our land. We need to take care of it.’ 
 
    ‘But the land belongs to you, master.’ 
 
    ‘Just because I’m the tribe master doesn’t mean the place belongs to me. I’m running things and I make the decisions, but it’s important that we share in the prosperity together. Otherwise what’s the point to any of this? All of you should focus on what you do best. That will keep us all fed and clothed and, eventually, rich.’ 
 
    ‘Such a beautiful place… I am surprised that you are willing to share it so easily.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s important that we look after each other. If we don’t, we’re all dead.’ 
 
    We finished our meals and I drummed my fingers against my chest as I leaned against the tree. 
 
    With a moment to relax, I realised for the first time that I hadn’t missed one thing that I had always had with me back on Earth – apart from being able to exhibit it to my citizens.’ 
 
    ‘God, I wish I could show you guys my phone,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Not that it would do anything out here.’ 
 
    ‘What is phone?’ Jeremiah asked. 
 
    ‘They’re these… Things’ – I wanted to say devices, but that would be beyond confusing – ‘back in my world. Everybody has one. Almost everybody, anyway. People can use them to speak to anybody, no matter how far away they are. They have all of the information in the world on them, too, and they can do all kinds of other things. I told Alorion and Ariadne about them a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘It sounds like magic,’ Santana said in a captivated tone, setting aside her plate. ‘What else is there in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Boxes where you can watch every kind of story you want. Giant metal creatures that can transport you to anywhere you want in the world in less than a day. Huge structures that are hundreds of yards tall.’ 
 
    ‘We have those too,’ Lara said. ‘The citadels still exist.’ 
 
    ‘The citadels?’ 
 
    ‘They are ruins left over from previous civilisations. They exist in far-off places that require a considerable amount of travelling to reach.’ 
 
    ‘The gigantic creatures, too,’ Eri said, ‘Although here we call them dragons.’ 
 
    I hadn’t snorted juice since a buddy made me laugh during lunch when I was three feet tall, but at that moment milk nearly came flooding out of my nose. 
 
    I got a hold of myself and swallowed the milk down, setting my canteen aside. 
 
    ‘Did you just say dragons?’ 
 
    ‘It is nothing but a rumor,’ Jeremiah said. ‘An old folk tale. There is nothing in holy writ that says anything about dragons.’ 
 
    ‘Just because your holy books say nothing about dragons does not mean that they don’t exist. There are a hundred different stories about them.’ 
 
    ‘All the same, I’ve never actually seen one.’ 
 
    ‘Have you ever seen the gods your worship?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no… But…’ 
 
    ‘I worship the same gods,’ Eri said, ‘yet I have never seen them. I also believe dragons are real, despite having never seen one myself.’ 
 
    ‘A fair point,’ Jeremiah admitted. 
 
    ‘I think we can all agree how incredible it would be to see one, though.’ 
 
    ‘Right before it eats you,’ Santana laughed. ‘Or incinerates you with fire… Or…’ 
 
    ‘All right, enough talk of dying,’ I said. ‘I’ve been attacked enough in the last few days to last me a lifetime.’ 
 
    ‘It is almost time,’ Eri said, looking to the sky. ‘The moon is about to show.’ 
 
    ‘Time for what?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘The moonseed is blossoming tonight.’ 
 
    ‘You have moonseed here?’ Lara exclaimed. ‘How? Why? I did not think that you were the type…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not,’ I said. ‘We’re going to sell most of it at the post, presuming we can find a buyer.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll definitely find a buyer,’ Lara said. ‘Don’t you remember the den at the cove? Many people cannot get enough of it.’ 
 
    Yeah, I’m definitely on my way to becoming a drug lord, I thought. 
 
    ‘Is this the entertainment you were referring too?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly entertaining,’ Lara remarked. 
 
    ‘Watching moonseed blossom is a wonderful experience,’ Tormus said. 
 
    ‘Ingesting it would be more entertaining.’ 
 
    I shot Lara a look. 
 
    ‘Have you done it before?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ she said. ‘I imagine everyone here has.’ 
 
    Everybody shared a shy look aside from Jeremiah and Santana. 
 
    ‘We have not,’ Jeremiah said. ‘My teachings tell me not to.’ 
 
    ‘The book tells you to keep your mind sharp,’ Eri said, ‘but it also says that you should do whatever you can to get closer to the gods. Moonseed has been known to allow a peek into another world, one from which the gods may survey us. I have experienced it myself.’ 
 
    Jeremiah’s stance had been defensive, but upon digesting Eri’s words a different expression fell on his face. 
 
    He wasn’t just an oppressive religious father. He genuinely cared about his beliefs in an open way, and the thought of getting closer to the gods seemed to ignite some interest. 
 
    ‘It’ll help you sleep at the very least,’ Tormus said. ‘Come. It is time for the ceremony.’ 
 
    Ceremony? I thought. What the hell have I gotten myself into? 
 
    While I had grown accustomed to the ways of doing things in Agraria, this was one that I wasn’t too sure about. When I thought of drugs back home I thought of ruined lives and smoke-filled rooms and needles. 
 
    This was being treated like some kind of spiritual experience. Tormus and Eri were productive, free-spirited stoners of the 70s, not the modern-day junkies in alleyways. 
 
    What happened next only gave me more stock in that notion. 
 
    As night fell and the moon lit up the land, Eri worked something with a pestle and mortar before scattering it upon the ground evenly amongst the moonseed sprouts. 
 
    Once finished, she stepped back and spoke a series of words and phrases in a language that I had never heard before. 
 
    Past the nearby stalks of corn, the moonlight creeped over and finally cast itself down upon the sprouts, and together we waited. 
 
    More and more moments passed, and just when I feared the worst, that none of the sprouts had taken, a light crunching sound began. 
 
    It was like popcorn in a microwave. The sound escalated in frequency sharply. It was coming from the hardened shells that surrounded the sprouts. 
 
    Before our eyes they softened and split apart, peeling back limply. From within each, a flower emerged, red petals surrounded a black centre, and from all 25 an innumerable scattering of tiny balls of red light drifted into the air like fireflies. 
 
    They vanished into the air, their lights going out, leaving behind the blossomed flowers. 
 
    Eri plucked one of the flowers from the ground and placed the flower’s head in her pestle and mortar. She ground it gently into tiny particles, then looked up at us all. 
 
    ‘Would anyone care to try? It is best to mix it with milk for the sweet flavour.’ 
 
    Everyone took a sprinkling in their canteens – even Jeremiah who seemed reluctant at first, and Alorion, who I thought was committed to his Morinthian’s. 
 
    ‘If you do not mind me likely being incapacitated for a few hours, master?’ 
 
    ‘Knock yourself out.’ 
 
    ‘What…? Oh…’ He smiled, pointing at me. ‘I remember – to carry out the action, yes?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the one,’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Since moonseed relaxes the body, I would advise that you make to your beds after taking it. To calm your journey I will be playing songs from my pipe.’ 
 
    ‘That won’t attract any beasts to us, will it?’ 
 
    ‘Fear not, Master Jack; creatures of the forest cannot hear its sounds, and I will play it only loud enough for those upon our land to hear. Sleep well.’ 
 
    Jeremiah may have been the cleric, but Eri had taken on the self-styled role of spiritual advisor. She was like an elderly nurse, advising and helping with caring words and a soothing tone. 
 
    After saying goodnight to everybody, Ariadne, Lara and I returned to the treehouse, drinking the concoction on the way over. 
 
    By the time I had closed the door behind me, the sensation had hit me. I was relaxed but not tired. My body felt light instead of something that I was dragging around. 
 
    Any worries that I had had were gone – and the same went for the girls, several times over considering how they were behaving. 
 
    No sooner had I closed the door in the dim moonlight of the treehouse than they had pulled off their clothes. Usually they left their underwear on when we slept, but they vanished too, and without any hesitation. 
 
    There was no way that I wasn’t going to follow suit. I was already growing hard at the sight of their naked bodies, and a huge sense of relief washed over me as I pulled off the last of my clothes and drank unashamedly naked from my canteen. 
 
    Lara stretched out on the rug on the floor, indulging in the softness of it. Her body writhed as she giggled lightly to herself, running her hands over her large breasts as they pooled on her chest. 
 
    Ariadne stayed on her feet, running one hand over her hair and down her body while the other tipped her own canteen back and into her mouth, drinking it dry. 
 
    A phone may have provided entertainment back in my world, but as Ariadne started to sway her hips from side to side, throwing her canteen to the side and bringing her new free hand to her body as she touched herself, I couldn’t think of anywhere I would rather have been. 
 
    ‘We used to have a dance amongst my people,’ she moaned, continuing to sway her hips in time with the music drifting across the land. ‘We would use it to tell a story.’ 
 
    ‘What story?’ 
 
    ‘The story of the maiden and the master. In a land like this one, there was a beautiful young woman who all men lusted for…’ 
 
    Ariadne danced over to me, running her sharp nails over my abs and up to my chest. 
 
    ‘But with so many men falling at her feet, she could not help but push them away.’ 
 
    She placed her hands flat on my chest and pushed me back. I landed on the bed, sitting back and taking a sip from my canteen as I enjoyed the show. 
 
    ‘She taunted and tricked and used all that came her way…’ Ariadne continued, turning away and twisting her body in a series of graceful moves, accentuating her round behind and perky chest as her dirty blond hair spun below her fox ears. ‘But none could tame the girl who claimed the world.’ 
 
    ‘Tell us,’ Lara said from the carpet, propping herself up on her elbow and massaging one of her large breasts. ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    ‘With gifts piled at her door and men tripping over each other just to see her, the girl thought herself a god… Until the master arrived.’ 
 
    Ariadne threw herself back hard against the treehouse wall. Lara and I both watched, captivated. The music outside became more intense. 
 
    Ariadne bit the tip of her fingernail and stared over at me intensely, her full lips pouting as her other hand slid down between her legs and she touched herself. 
 
    ‘He came from a far-away land and did not treat the girl as a god – rather he saw her as something to be tamed. Something to be… accomplished.’ 
 
    Ariadne leaned hard against the wall, her fingers sliding further down until they were inside of herself. She let out a short, sharp gasp. 
 
    If I had been hard already, now I was throbbing. 
 
    ‘In turn, the girl saw the man as worthy. A challenger. A competitor. 
 
    ‘Under cover of darkness they retreated to a hidden cave behind a waterfall, and for seven days and seven nights they pleasured each other without mercy, intertwined in lust and energy. 
 
    ‘But when their bodies finally peaked and their lust spilled out, something terrible happened… The master watched the girl crumble into dust before his very eyes.’ 
 
    Ariadne slid her fingers from herself and raised pressed them into her mouth, tasting herself. 
 
    I thought that Lara had been a freak in the bedroom, but both she and I were captivated by Ariadne right now; not just her movements, but the story. The room was alive. 
 
    ‘From the ashes an impossible creature emerged, huge and hulking. It slayed the man and burst from the cave, laying waste to the land and the people. The girl’s heart had become so awash with lust and malice that her soul had transformed into this terrible creature. 
 
    ‘It is a lesson,’ Ariadne finished, moving slowly across the floor to me, ‘that lust should not be mixed with anything else, should not have impurity forced upon it; it should be nothing but pleasure and ecstasy, enjoyed and indulged in.’ 
 
    Ariadne sank onto the bed and wrapped her lips around my length greedily. She took no time in teasing me; we were done with that now. She devoured my throbbing cock, taking me deep into her throat and soaking me with her mouth. 
 
    She pulled away after only seconds and moved atop me, guiding my hardness in between her legs and into her soaked sensitivity. Her walls wrapped me up, throbbing around me as she sank her hands into my chest and rode me. 
 
    The moonseed had exacerbated everything. I wasn’t hypersensitive, just tuned in. Everything felt better, felt more relaxed, felt right, especially the sensation of Ariadne’s body taking my length and the sight of her toned figure moving up and down on me. 
 
    I turned to look over at Lara, wondering if she was going to join in, but she was way ahead of us in her own way. 
 
    Stretched out on the carpet and with the last of her moonseed concoction gone, she watched us intently as she touched herself to the sight of us fucking. 
 
    Lost in the haze of the intoxicating night I let myself go. I indulged in Ariadne’s firm body, running my hands over her smooth skin before I grazed my hands over her back and pulled her close to me. With her atop me, our bodies pressed together, I grinded my cock inside of her as she let out repressed gasps into my ear, sinking her fingers into my hair. 
 
    When Ariadne finally sat up, still riding me gently and deeply, Lara appeared by her side. She was still pleasuring herself as she smiled at Ariadne, running a hand into her hair and kissing her as Ariadne continued to take me. 
 
    I had never seen or felt anything so perfect – until Lara pulled away from Ariadne and climbed onto my face, sinking her wetness down onto my mouth. I ran my tongue into her immediately, releasing a pleasured shriek from her mouth. 
 
    With Ariadne riding my dick and Lara riding my face, I was lost completely to the night. The moonseed had turned our treehouse into a hive of sex, and nothing else existed beyond the perfect sensation of their bodies pleasuring me and mine doing the same to them. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods…’ Lara moaned, still rubbing her clit as I tongued between her legs. 
 
    ‘Make her cum, master,’ I heard Ariadne whisper. ‘Mmm…’ 
 
    They both leaned forward and embraced, and as I laid on the bed with my girls pleasuring my body, I realised that they were kissing. 
 
    Enthralled and encapsulated in the moment, I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. I pressed Ariadne’s hips down onto me, thrusting my full length into her and cumming hard inside of her. 
 
    At the same time I tongued at Lara with more pressure than ever. Her body tensed up and shook slightly as she let out a shrieking moan. 
 
    My head still spinning with the force of my orgasm into Ariadne, we collapsed sideways in a mess of arms and legs, all of us breathing hard. 
 
    If that wasn’t enough, Ariadne ran her fingers down between her legs, touching herself briefly before licking her fingertips. 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ She moaned. ‘You were right, Lara. Master does taste good… I’ve been wondering ever since you said it.’ 
 
    Drenched in sweat in the confines of the treehouse, there was no need for a blanket tonight. Still scattered messily, we drifted off to sleep under the flickering effects of the moonseed, into silent dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    I awoke early the next morning with a dry throat; the humidity had only gotten worse, if that was even possible. I snuck out to fill my canteen at the well before returning to the girls and climbing back into bed with them. After they awoke we chatted for a little while before Ariadne brought up something that almost made me spit water from my mouth. 
 
    ‘So what do you think of life with two wives, master?’ 
 
    Like I said, I managed to choke back my water and swallow it down before glancing between her and Lara. 
 
    ‘Two what?’ 
 
    ‘Two wives,’ she repeated. ‘We are dedicated to you and lie with you each night; surely that is what we are to you?’ 
 
    ‘I… I guess,’ I said. ‘In my world wives kind of means something different. People have big ceremonies in front of everybody they know just to show that they’re getting married in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘A ceremony?’ Lara said inquisitively. ‘What’s the point in that?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me,’ I said. ‘Being a tribe master makes things so much easier this way… So, yeah – I guess you are my wives.’ 
 
    After relaxing in bed with my wives for a little while longer I got dressed and headed out, looking out over the land. 
 
    Tormus was examining a patch of tomatoes outside their house, and after circling the tree I saw Santana heading out of her front door with her trusty bucket, ready to supply the piglets with a fresh helping of taurem’s milk. 
 
    From the door she waved to me. I could only wave back as she gave me a warm smile and dragged her eyes from me, heading to the pasture where the animals grazed. 
 
    God, I hope she didn’t hear us last night. In the moment I didn’t care about the girls making any noise – which they had a hell of a knack for – but the morning after was always different. 
 
    Even if I was tribe master, it would still be awkward as hell. 
 
    One thing alleviated that a little, though. 
 
    After returning to the north side of the tree, I found Lara and Ariadne filling their canteens at the well. They weren’t dressed in the attire that I had been used to seeing them in, though. 
 
    ‘What do you think, master?’ Ariadne asked, twirling around. ‘Lara finished crafting them yesterday while you were away.’ 
 
    Even if I had had them both naked in bed last night and enjoyed every bit of their figures, seeing them out in the early morning sunlight in their new outfits turned me on all over again. 
 
    The wolf hides had been crafted and cut into fitted strips that covered nothing but their breasts, their waists and their firm behinds. They may as well have been skimping around in their underwear. 
 
    ‘They’re, uhh…’ I stuttered, trying to drag my eyes away from their sexy forms. ‘They’re really nice.’ 
 
    ‘Just nice?’ Lara smiled. 
 
    ‘I think they’re really cute,’ Ariadne added. ‘Certainly much more freeing, and much more forgiving in this heat.’ 
 
    ‘Do you approve, master?’ 
 
    ‘I… I definitely approve.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear. Ariadne has promised to help with the extraction of the okolla from the wolf’s organs. We’re carrying it out in the stable.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fine by me,’ I said. ‘Just don’t make too much of a mess.’ 
 
    ‘We won’t.’ 
 
    ‘That reminds me, actually,’ I interjected, crossing to the stable. ‘I keep putting this off. Let me upgrade it before you do anything.’ 
 
    I tapped into the Stable Totem and activated the upgrade. 
 
    Please ensure that all objects of value are out of proximity of stable. 
 
    I was a little taken aback but checked all the same, then returned to the totem and hit accept in return for 50GP. 
 
    The stable began to shake slightly, then the wood that it was composed of quickly began to jerk out of place. 
 
    In no time the new stable appeared. It was almost twice as big as the previous, with plenty of room for our original horse and cart and that which Jeremiah and Santana had brought with them. 
 
    Now I see why things had to be clear of it. If I was standing in their when it upgraded I would have been crushed. 
 
    The girls headed inside to remove the wolf carcasses from the stable inventory and get to work. 
 
    It was a weird thing to watch, but I was getting used to it; never did I expect girls who looked like that to be fine with skinning wolves and extracting their organs, but that was how they had been raised in this world. It was normal to them. 
 
    Sure, I had killed people and seen some things that people should never see, but skinning an animal was a whole other ballpark. One day I would need to be taught these skills, but in this instance I decided to leave it to the experts. 
 
    ‘Alorion?’ I yelled, approaching the forest. ‘Are you up there?’ 
 
    For a few moments there was no response, then- 
 
    ‘Ugghhhhh…’ 
 
    ‘You okay, buddy?’ 
 
    Clunk. 
 
    ‘Ow…’ 
 
    I saw my imp staggering against branches of his tree before dropping down from the lowest branch and struggling to his feet. 
 
    ‘You all right?’ 
 
    ‘I am fine, Jack… I think. It seems that moonseed does not agree with me.’ 
 
    ‘How much did you have?’ 
 
    ‘I may have spent some time in the evening dancing with Tormus and Eri in their home after taking a little more. The heat made it difficult to sleep.’ 
 
    ‘I know the feeling,’ I said. 
 
    ‘You can forgive me, master. Hard servitude does require some respite to balance it out.’ 
 
    ‘Work hard, play hard, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Actually, that is a better way of putting it. A little water and I shall be well again, I’ve no doubt.’ 
 
    After filling the bucket from the well, Alorion dunked his head into it and drank deeply. He was in there for so long that I thought the bubbles were about to stop. 
 
    Suddenly he reappeared, swinging his head back and gasping for air. 
 
    ‘Water is so good…’ 
 
    ‘I know, buddy. Come on, we’ve got work to do.’ 
 
    ‘As always. Where do we start?’ 
 
    ‘If we’re building a perimeter fence then I need to figure out how much wood we’re going to need. Seeing as I don’t have any way to measure the perimeter of our lands I’m going to need to figure out a way to do it practically.’ 
 
    I activated the Defence Totem and examined the options available, checking the required materials in the process 
 
    Wooden post – Requires wood x2, shovel x1 
 
    Wooden fence – Requires wood x10 
 
    I could acquire an abundance of it from the trees pretty easily. 
 
    The problem was that the patch of land my tribe occupied was bigger than it looked. It would take maybe ten or fifteen minutes to walk around its edge at a casual pace. 
 
    This was a huge task, but I had to start somewhere. 
 
    With Alorion by my side I selected to construct a wooden post, took up my axe and a shovel, and headed to the treeline with my remaining stack of wood. 
 
    The moment I had selected the wooden post, a small blue square had appeared on the ground a yard before me. It moved in time with me as I walked forwards, remaining exactly the same distance from my feet with every slight movement I made. 
 
    Hovering before me were two options: select and cancel. 
 
    I had renovated a fence once when I had been helping paint houses over a summer when I was 19. For an extra $100 myself and a buddy had rebuilt a small fence for a neighbour’s front yard, but that was the only experience I had. 
 
    At the treeline close to Tormus and Eri’s house I hit select and the blue square remained in place. Above it, the shovel symbol flashed. 
 
    I took my shovel and pressed it into the dirt, shoving it down with my foot and removing the dirt from the ground. There was hardly any struggling or toughness. It pulled away easily, and wouldn’t allow me to dig beyond the confines of the blue square. 
 
    Just above the hole a percentage counter quickly filled up with each shovelful of dirt that I removed, until it hit 100% and the hole was completed. 
 
    Construct wooden post? 
 
    I tapped accept and the post appeared in my inventory. Retrieving it, the post materialised from nowhere in my outstretched palms, depleting my wood store in the process. 
 
    ‘That’s way too convenient,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Totems can refine most raw materials with no effort,’ Alorion said. ‘It’s acquiring them in the first place that’s the tricky part.’ 
 
    I dropped the spiked end of the post into the hole and hammered it down with the shovel’s flat edge until it was stable, then returned the dirt into the hole and scattered the rest that remained. 
 
    Grabbing the post and shifting my weight against it, it hardly gave it all. 
 
    ‘A fine job.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. Now we just have to do it another thousand times. And then put the fences in place.’ 
 
    ‘We?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry, you can supervise.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, thank the gods, I was beginning to worry that I would need to exert myself.’ 
 
    ‘There’s one thing you can do for me in the meantime. Get Jeremiah over here to give me a hand.’ 
 
    ‘Right away.’ 
 
    ‘And grab an axe from the stable inventory.’ 
 
    I took off and returned a few minutes later with the cleric by his side, axe already in hand. 
 
    ‘What can I do for you on this fine morning, master?’ 
 
    ‘Take that axe and start cutting. Take the closest trees so that we don’t eat into the forest too much. We’re going to need a lot.’ 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and picked up the axe immediately. I had been a little cautious about what his response would be, but he got straight to it and made to a nearby tree. 
 
    He measured the blade expertly and began cutting. 
 
    ‘Impressive,’ Alorion muttered. 
 
    ‘You’re telling me,’ I remarked, moving to the next post. 
 
    One thing I had learned about work over the years was that talking was secondary when men were completing a task. Whether it was configuring a TV or building a wall to defend your land, men knew how to work together to get something done, only speaking when it related to the task at hand. 
 
    I sent Alorion on a recon mission to examine the treeline carefully in case there were any obstructions that would interfere with the construction of the fence while Jeremiah and I persisted on. 
 
    For an hour we cut through soil and wood in the shade of the trees, only stopping occasionally to drink from our canteens and wiping the sweat from our brows before continuing. 
 
    After we had completed around a tenth, we turned back on our progressive route and, after a brief trip to the Building Totem, we began the creation of the fence itself. 
 
    The placement of each fence required both of us, which slowed our progress a little, and even then the talking remained at a minimum. 
 
    Even though I had only known the man a few days, there was no awkwardness – we had a shared interest in the goal, as people we cared about both lived on the land. 
 
    Once our first tenth was fully completed, we both stood back and examined our work. Jeremiah offered a hand, which I shook, and we observed our work for a moment. 
 
    ‘Since when did you know how to cut down trees like that?’ I asked, taking a swig from my canteen. 
 
    ‘As I said, I’m a farmer and a cleric. It is not just animals and medicine that I know of. Running a farm requires knowledge of all sorts of things.’ 
 
    ‘But you were like a machine out there. How old are you, if you don’t mind me asking?’ 
 
    ‘52.’ 
 
    ‘You move like a man half your age.’ 
 
    ‘That’s kind of you to say, master.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s the deal with it?’ 
 
    ‘The deal?’ 
 
    ‘You know… I’m not being glib but you were chopping through those trees like a man possessed. Something on your mind?’ 
 
    Jeremiah laughed and took a sip from his canteen. 
 
    ‘Not a thought as much as a feeling. I have always strived to avoid violence in my life, but it can be difficult. I believe that all men have some violence in them, wouldn’t you agree?’ 
 
    ‘Not just men,’ I replied. ‘Women too. At the end of the day we’re all animals. We all have anger within us.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly right,’ he said. ‘My beliefs prevent me from carrying out violence against others, but sometimes my anger at my own inaction must be released in other ways. I channel it into my work. Our work.’ 
 
    ‘You’re serious about never hurting another being, aren’t you? Now that you’re part of my tribe you wouldn’t do it? Even if we were attacked?’ 
 
    Jeremiah looked back towards the fence, then to the open patches of forest either side of it. 
 
    ‘You probably noticed that there wasn’t much of a defence around my property when you first arrived there. After I settled there after the war I took some stock in the world. I… Hoped that things would change. That I could have faith in nature, as long as I treated it well. 
 
    ‘But nature is unforgiving. The wilds are unforgiving. Not just the villains that lurk out there, but the creatures too. I still seek to avoid violence, but if a threat to my daughter cannot be avoided… I do not know what I am capable of.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said, acknowledging his serious tone. ‘You’re a good man, Jeremiah.’ 
 
    ‘As are you, Master Jack.’ 
 
    I left it there – I was going to ask about Santana shooting the wolf with his crossbow, but it didn’t seem right. We were exhausted and sweating and starving, and it was time for a break. 
 
    I took some time to myself over lunch, not for a second taking for granted my much more diversified diet of corn, tomatoes and milk. I circled the tree, eating as I wandered over to the pig pen to see the piglets scurrying among each other. 
 
    Their lunch of taurem’s milk had already been delivered by Santana. Scanning the land I searched for her. She wasn’t milking the taurems, which were grazing in the field, but only one horse was present. 
 
    Through the quiet of the day I heard her before I saw her. Along the treeline, Santana was on the back of Myranthia. Her horse was sprinting impossibly fast. 
 
    She hadn’t been kidding about riding hard. 
 
    She stayed low against the back of the horse as its hooves beat hard against the ground. In no time at all she had circled the whole of the land. She returned to the farthest section of the southern side before galloping back through the grass in my direction. 
 
    Santana slowed her horse in the centre of the field, intending to dismount, but after setting her eyes on me a large grin rose to her face. She pushed her horse towards me, hopping off and taking its reins. 
 
    ‘What do you think, master?’ She asked. ‘Do I ride well?’ 
 
    What the hell kind of question is that? Just when I’d got those thoughts about her out of my mind… 
 
    ‘I think you’re doing a great job,’ I said stupidly, not knowing what else to say. 
 
    ‘Would you like a refresher on how to ride?’ 
 
    ‘I’d love to, but it looks damn hard. Dangerous, too.’ 
 
    ‘It’s only dangerous if you have a bad teacher.’ 
 
    ‘Are you a bad teacher?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m the best.’ She giggled lightly, stroking her horse’s mane. Her red hair was flowing down her back thanks to the force of the wind, exposing her pretty face and blue eyes. 
 
    ‘Well, I guess I can’t turn that down. But let’s make it a short lesson, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master.’ 
 
    A few minutes later I was facing my own horse in the field, with Santana by my side. I had retrieved the saddle from the stable inventory and now stood with it in my hand, feeling like a total moron. 
 
    ‘Don’t be afraid of it, master.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not.’ 
 
    ‘Guiding a horse is one thing, but riding it is another entirely. Treat it well and it will accept you; be disrespectful and it will stop at nothing to kick you off.’ 
 
    ‘So how do we start?’ 
 
    ‘Have you still not given him a name?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t even know that he was a him, never mind giving him a name. I’ve just been calling him a him.’ 
 
    ‘Please, you can’t tell me that you have not noticed… You know…’ 
 
    She nodded towards the underside of the horse, and I clicked as to what she meant. 
 
    ‘The thought hadn’t actually crossed my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Well, either way, he needs a name.’ 
 
    I searched my mind for something remotely decent. Black with white spots… 
 
    ‘Domino,’ I said. 
 
    ‘A strange name.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the name of a game. I’ll teach you sometime as a thank you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a deal. Now, address your horse and approach it.’ 
 
    ‘That’s seriously all I have to do?’ 
 
    ‘In the past it has been easy for you, but horses can sense your intentions. You have yet to take a step towards him, but Domino already knows that you are afraid.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not afraid.’ 
 
    ‘But you are anxious, master. Your body is tense. You need to loosen up a little.’ 
 
    I suddenly felt the touch of Santana’s soft hands as she pressed her palms against my shoulders from behind. For the briefest of moments I felt her squeeze my defined shoulders before drawing away quickly. 
 
    ‘Just… Relax yourself, master.’ 
 
    I tried to do as I was told. It was easier said than done. And it wasn’t just because of the horse. 
 
    Ariadne and Lara had drained me last night and with the exhaustion of the defence construction I should have been half-asleep, but at Santana’s touch I was wide awake. 
 
    She was the forbidden fruit, and that made her all the more desirable. 
 
    Setting my hesitations aside and shaking my head to put myself back in the moment, I approached Domino with an outstretched hand. 
 
    He shifted a little and became more agitated than usual. It threw me off immediately; Santana was right. It could sense my reluctance. 
 
    I changed my demeanour and continued my approach. I stroked its mane with one hand and held the saddle with the other. 
 
    ‘He’s accepted you,’ Santana said. ‘Now it’s time to ride.’ 
 
    With Domino comfortable, I attached the saddle to his back. 
 
    ‘One swift movement,’ she said. ‘Get your foot in the rein and settle yourself atop him. Don’t be shy about giving him your full weight. He can handle it.’ 
 
    I got my foot in the rein like she said and jumped up and landed in the saddle, getting my other foot in place. 
 
    Domino hardly even flinched. 
 
    ‘That’s much better,’ I smiled. ‘Just like riding a bike.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing… So are you going to join me?’ 
 
    ‘You are comfortable riding already?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, it’s all coming back to me. I think I can manage it.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so, master.’ Santana jumped atop Myranthia, and together we set off across the pasture. ‘Keep up.’ 
 
    She upped the speed as we reached the border by the treeline. Santana whipped the reins a little, and Myranthia sped up to a steady gallop. 
 
    I did the same, and in no time we were making our way quickly along the edge of the land. 
 
    I couldn’t believe how quickly I had picked it up again. It hadn’t been that long, but comparing it to riding a bike wasn’t exactly right. This wasn’t a machine that would do exactly what I commanded it to. One wrong move and Domino might’ve tried to buck me off. 
 
    Fortunately that didn’t happen, and together we made several laps of the land before returning to the pasture. 
 
    ‘I’m impressed,’ she said. ‘When was the last time you rode?’ 
 
    ‘A few years ago, but it came back to me… Somehow.’ 
 
    ‘We should go riding in the forest sometime, master. It is a much more dangerous endeavour because of the trees, but much more thrilling. I have not done so for months because of the wolves, but now we have a chance. Do you take risks?’ 
 
    ‘Do I take risks?’ I repeated, thinking it was a strange question. ‘Sometimes. If the payoff is worth it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I promise that it will be more than worth it.’ 
 
    Her deep blue eyes looked me up and down so sharply that I almost failed to register it. 
 
    ‘Well… I’d better be getting back to work. We need to take some crops to the trading post, and I don’t want to exhaust Domino too much.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master. Have a good day.’ 
 
    ‘You too.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Did something else happen?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not telling you,’ I laughed to Alorion. ‘She’s just… Innocent. I think. She keeps saying these things.’ 
 
    ‘It could just be that she is a beautiful woman, and you are obviously tempted by her. Of course you would take things a different way to how she may intend. But women have needs too.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I am just saying – much of the time men pine after women, and they make it obvious. Women do it too, they are just more subtle about it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I would call it subtle… But maybe I would, and I’m just being dense about it. I don’t know. Maybe I just need to… What the fuck…?’ 
 
    We had been travelling the route to the trading post and had only just arrived. 
 
    The trading post had been almost completely abandoned. A few stalls were still standing, but even those were packing up – including the crop merchant. 
 
    We had been making daily trips here since I had arrived, and I had already gotten into the routine of just expecting the merchants to be here. 
 
    Now there was almost nothing. A pang of dread ran through me, not just at the prospect of the reason for this but the fact that our main source of income had now been suddenly stunted. 
 
    I crossed to the bull-headed man at the crop stand. Our interactions had been minimal at best up until now, but he looked surprised to see me. 
 
    ‘You again,’ he grunted, looking me up and down. ‘You’re one of the last traders out here.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?’ 
 
    ‘Haven’t you heard? There was an attack on a caravan.’ 
 
    ‘The Junkers? I already know about that.’ 
 
    ‘No. The goblins. Cobb, I think? Not a fan of their kind, but I dealt with him on a few occasions. Seemed like a reasonable man. He was trailing behind in a separate wagon, a mile or so behind his cargo. His men lost track of him and his guards and went back to find his wagon smashed to pieces. Blood everywhere.’ 
 
    ‘The wolves again?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about wolves, but I don’t think that it was something small. They attack for meat. These goblins were mauled and spat straight back out. Humans kill and leave the bodies, but animals take the meat, which is strange because this definitely wasn’t done by a human.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think did it?’ 
 
    The bull-headed man sighed and looked off to the side and into the forest. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. But it must have been something big. Very big.’ 
 
    I looked off into the depths of the forest too. Time was passing, and the day was being eaten up by the afternoon hours. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ he suddenly continued. ‘Were you gentlemen looking to offload anything? I’m getting out of here, and so is everybody else. This place will be dead in an hour.’ 
 
    Quietly we unloaded our crop shipment in return for a reasonable price, until we reached- 
 
    ‘Moonseed?’ The bull-headed man said. ‘That’s not for me.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you bought everything.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you thought wrong, friend. I have no interest in that poison.’ 
 
    ‘Is it against the law of the land?’ I said, turning to Alorion. ‘Are we going to have to deal this stuff in the backstreets? Because then I’m really going to feel like a drug dealer.’ 
 
    Alorion was about to respond but Bullhead cut in. 
 
    ‘There is no law in this land,’ he said. ‘Just a quiet agreement amongst the many that we won’t start cutting each other’s heads off. Look around you. Most people who traded here are old enough to remember the war. They’ll do anything to avoid something like that happening again. 
 
    ‘I’m exactly the same. Moonseed might not make you violent but it fogs your mind. I have seen what it does to people, and I have no interest in it. Leave me to the life essence of this world, and you keep that stuff to yourself.’ 
 
    There was no way that I was going to coerce him into buying it, so as we headed back up the road to our land, the moonseed remained in the cart. 
 
    But that was the least of my worries. 
 
    ‘This is deathly serious,’ I said. ‘People don’t just up and leave like that for no reason, especially so many of them. Whatever this thing is that’s attacking people, it’s caused enough of a stir to have everybody abandon ship.’ 
 
    ‘We should keep to ourselves back at the land for the near future,’ Alorion suggested. ‘We have food and water and shelter, and any crops that we farm can go into storage. Otherwise we should not remove ourselves beyond our borders.’ 
 
    ‘I thought that our defences would do a good job of keeping anything out, but we’ve only got a small section completed, and even if I did have the other 90% completed, I seriously doubt that it would keep this thing out, whatever it is. This perimeter fence is a start, but it’s really only a marker, a deterrent. In the future we’ll need guard towers, obstructions, and anything else that the Defence Totem can offer.’ 
 
    There was a sudden rustling in the forest to our left. We halted in our tracks and looked. 
 
    A flock of blue-feathered birds burst from the trees and rushed past just a few feet over our heads, disappearing into the trees on our right. 
 
    ‘Let’s get back to the land,’ I said. ‘Quickly.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Evening was approaching when we arrived back. The sky would be awash with stars in a few hours. 
 
    After parking the cart and letting Domino back into the pasture I checked that everybody was accounted for. Almost all were – everybody apart from Santana. 
 
    I found Jeremiah by the perimeter fence, still cutting through trees. He had piled enough trunks for us to complete a considerable amount of the fence. 
 
    ‘Damn, Jeremiah, you’re making me look bad.’ 
 
    ‘Not the intention, Master Jack, but it is good to work up a sweat again.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen Santana anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘She should be over in the field. If not she will be in the forest with Myranthia. She has always known to return from the forest before dark. Do you wish for me to find her?’ 
 
    ‘No, don’t worry about it. I’ll go look for her.’ 
 
    ‘Is something wrong?’ 
 
    ‘No, no… And don’t worry about the logs, you’ve done a great job. You can finish up for today.’ 
 
    Even if the monster was still in the surrounding area, it would be miles away in the opposite direction of where Santana was. Even so, I had to get her back to the land so that everybody was accounted for. 
 
    Maybe I could have gone looking for her on foot, but if we had to make a quick getaway she was a much better rider than me, and Myranthia was too small to carry both of us. 
 
    I couldn’t tell Jeremiah a thing about it. If he found out that there was some gigantic monster on the loose that was out for blood he would probably have a breakdown, even if he had exorcised a lot of his energy cutting through trees all day. 
 
    I had little doubt that, given the right conditions, my neck would replace one of those trunks now that I had seen what he could do. 
 
    I didn’t care how much of a pacifist he claimed to be; I knew how violent people could be given the right circumstances. I had seen people turn from innocents to animals in the blink of an eye, especially when their lives or the lives of their loved ones were threatened. 
 
    He had hinted at it himself. 
 
    Domino was a little reluctant to move through the trees, but after a little prompting and calming he headed on at a steady trotting pace, arcing around trunks and pushing on through the undergrowth. 
 
    ‘Santana?’ I called loudly. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    By my count I had travelled around a hundred yards past the treeline when I heard a moan through the trees. 
 
    I slowed my horse and searched around in the dying light. 
 
    ‘Santana?’ 
 
    Up ahead I heard the quiet neighing of another horse. It had to be Myranthia. 
 
    I hitched Domino to a nearby tree and hurried ahead, retrieving my sword on the way. 
 
    Finally I found Myranthia hitched to a tree thirty yards past where I had stopped, but her owner was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    Another gasp sounded out through the trees ahead. 
 
    I continued on, the sounds growing louder, before finding a small clearing and seeing Santana within it. 
 
    ‘Yes… Yes…’ 
 
    I had spent days trying to convince myself that she was just the well-meaning, beautiful farmer’s daughter. I had tried to avoid her words and instead focus upon her gentle nature. 
 
    In the small clearing Santana was stretched out on a blanket on the ground. She was on her back, her dress pulled down, exposing her perky breasts which she grabbed gently in her hands. 
 
    The bottom of her dress was hitched up around her waist and her underwear was on the ground nearby. Her eyes were closed and her legs were bare and open, and her fingers between them as she pleasured herself against gasps from her open mouth. 
 
    I was stood just a few yards away, and she had no idea that I was watching her. 
 
    Get out of here. Just turn around and get on your horse and go back to camp. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods… Master…’ 
 
    Wait, what the fuck? 
 
    Santana’s eyes began to flicker. For a fraction of a moment she caught sight of me, and another fraction later she registered my presence. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods!’ She moaned, pulling her hand away and sitting up. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ I said quickly, looking away and holding a hand up. ‘I didn’t know you were out here… I mean, I did know, but I didn’t know what you were doing…’ 
 
    ‘I was just… Just…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to explain yourself to me. I’ll just go…’ 
 
    ‘You’re going?’ 
 
    ‘No offence, but if Jeremiah catches me out here with you… Like this… He’ll cut my throat.’ 
 
    I moved to go, ready to forget this had ever happened. 
 
    ‘What my father does not know will not hurt him.’ 
 
    I halted and turned. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘I have only ever been with one man before… I was supposed to be wed to him, but he was a weak man who had trouble pleasuring me... I have hardly even left my family’s pasture… Then you arrive, a strong man with his own tribe, ready to rescue me. You are the kind of man that I have fantasised about. Surely you heard me, did you not?’ 
 
    I had heard exactly what she had said. Master. 
 
    ‘I did, but…’ 
 
    ‘Do you not want me, master? Do I not excite you?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t believe how much you excite me,’ I replied. ‘But this is wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Does that not make it all the more special?’ 
 
    She had been reserved the whole time I had known her, but as I watched Santana pull her arm away from covering her perky breasts, watched her pull her dress back up to expose herself unashamedly to me, I felt my breath catch in my throat. 
 
    ‘I have never been with a real man before… Would you not at least like to taste me?’ 
 
    God fucking help me… 
 
    I could have turned and walked away. I could have sprinted off. Domino would have a real fight on his hands trying to catch up with me. But there was no way that that was going to happen. 
 
    Santana read from her holy book every day, but this time it was me who was the one dropping helplessly to my knees before her as she touched herself lightly with one hand and propped her body up with the other, her tight figure presented before me. 
 
    Forgiveness would come later, if I ever received it. Pleasure came first. 
 
    I lowered myself to the ground and raised my mouth between her legs. Santana laid back and threw her dress down over me, confining me with her. 
 
    There was nowhere else I wanted to be. 
 
    With the sensation of my warm breath between her legs, Santana was already panting sharply. I ran my tongue to the bottom of her pink wetness, running myself up to her clit and playing with her gently. 
 
    She went silent for a moment as her body tensed, before she unleashed a sharp, wild scream of pleasure. 
 
    If her first time had been that disappointing, I was going to treat her like she wanted to be treated, do everything I could to pleasure her as she deserved it. She had been wanting to do this properly for so long and now that it was here there was no way that I was going to make it any less than perfect. 
 
    Within minutes she had a hand pressed against the back of my head, desperate to draw me deeper into her. I kissed at her passionately in between tonguing her clit with a firm, gentle press until she finally climaxed against me. 
 
    Her body shook lightly as I pulled myself away. She spared no time in returning her own hand between herself in my absence. All I could do was shake my head in bafflement. 
 
    ‘My own touch has served me well on many occasions prior,’ she whispered, her eyes already fluttering again. ‘Let me say that I prefer your touch much more, master. Would you… Give me more?’ 
 
    I was too worked up to even think about turning her down. My cock was rock hard inside of my pants, and pulling away my clothes until finally I had reached my underwear was unbelievably freeing, especially out here in the forest. 
 
    Santana eyed my hardness behind my boxer shorts with intense interest as she continued to tease herself. When I finally pulled myself from them her eyes went wide. 
 
    ‘I had a feeling that you would be big… But not that big.’ She bit her lip and pushed her fingers against herself, just as she had done when I’d first stumbled on her. ‘Would you take me, Master Jack? I would like my first real occasion with a man to be special…’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said you’d been with a man before? The man you were supposed to marry?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, the first real occasion. He could not please me as well as you already have…’ 
 
    ‘What does your holy book say about all this?’ 
 
    ‘The teachings of the Agrarian gods tell me to seek out that which is good, and this is definitely good…’ 
 
    I couldn’t argue with that, could I? 
 
    I lowered myself to the ground, kneeling between her legs and pressing my own fingers to her as she removed hers. She was dripping with wet anticipation, but from going down on her I could already tell how tight she was. 
 
    ‘Be gentle with me, master,’ she said, propping herself up on her arms and looking down between her legs just as I took my cock in my hand and guided it down her. 
 
    She let out a stifled laugh as her mouth fell open, looking excitedly down at herself. 
 
    ‘Now…’ 
 
    My heart was racing frantically. Santana may have been shaking but so was I. 
 
    I guided myself into her, pushing inside of her body. She let out a long, high moan in response, unable to stop herself from watching me enter her. 
 
    By the time I stopped she had fallen onto her back, taking almost every inch of me. I lowered myself over her body as she wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and looked intensely into my eyes. 
 
    ‘Go slowly, master…’ 
 
    ‘I have to. You’re so tight that you could finish me in a second if I’m not careful.’ 
 
    We kissed passionately as I felt her soft, gentle lips for the first time and slowly moved my hips back before pushing into her again. I could feel every part of her against my shaft, her body intent on taking me. 
 
    ‘Faster, master… Faster…’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Faster.’ 
 
    I propped myself up on my fists, working into her harder than before. It wasn’t just the feeling, but the sight of her taking my hard cock that drove my insane. 
 
    Santana sank her hands into the blanket beneath us, balling her hands onto fists as she took me relentlessly, and I gave it to her just as she wanted. 
 
    This woman was something else. 
 
    I pulled her towards me by her hips and wrapped my arms around her back as she rode me, taking control of the situation. Our bodies were wrapped up together in a haze of passion. Eventually I realised that she wasn’t even throwing herself up and down on me – she was grinding against me, taking almost all of my length. 
 
    I didn’t even have to move. 
 
    Clenching my eyes shut to try and control myself a little longer, I found the motion pointless. There was no way that I could stop it. She was way too much for me; the tightness of her soaked pussy gripping at my shaft in ecstatic desire, the feeling of her soft hands against my neck, the sensation of her slender, firm body pressed up against me… 
 
    Our bodies pushed together, we kissed hard in a haze of heat as I came hard inside of her. My mouth slid down her neck as I kissed and moaned against her skin, our bodies sticky with the sweat brought on by the forest. 
 
    ‘That was incredible, master,’ she moaned, running her hands into my hair and looking into my eyes. ‘Is it always like that?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way I could ever keep myself from being like that with you… You’re unbelievable.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master,’ she smiled. 
 
    After remaining in each other’s arms for a little while longer, we dressed and headed back to the land. By the time we arrived night had almost completely fallen, and things were quiet. 
 
    ‘I think it’s probably a good idea that we keep this a secret,’ I said to Santana as we guided our horses across the field. ‘Just for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, master. Are you… Are you afraid to be seen with me?’ 
 
    ‘What? No, not at all. I’d be proud to be seen with you. It’s just… Your father might kill me if he found out about us. No, wait, he would definitely kill me.’ 
 
    ‘I am a grown woman, Master Jack. I can make my own decisions. It is my own body to do with what I wish.’ 
 
    ‘I know that, but your dad is really protective over you. Not to mention the religious side of things.’ 
 
    ‘It is open to interpretation…’ 
 
    ‘Sure, but all things considered… I think we should just wait for the right time to tell him.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so, master. But I do not think that he will react as strongly as you believe he will.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll see,’ I said. With darkness encroaching I wanted to kiss her, to feel her soft lips against mine again, and maybe I would have if it hadn’t been for- 
 
    ‘Santana! Where have you been?’ 
 
    The silhouette of Jeremiah came hurrying through the grass towards us. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it, Jeremiah,’ I said. ‘She was just… Exploring, in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry, father,’ Santana added. ‘I lost track of time.’ 
 
    ‘Well, as long as you are safe. I’ve prepared some dinner for us. Would you like to join us, Master Jack?’ 
 
    Even in the darkness I could see the glimmer of Santana’s eyes against the moonlight flick towards me. The smallest of mischievous smiles rose at the edge of her mouth. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘That’s kind of you to offer,’ I replied. ‘But I should really turn in for the night. It’s been a long day.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Goodnight.’ 
 
    He nodded to me and set off back towards the house. 
 
    ‘Goodnight, master,’ Santana said, that last word escaping her in an almost orgasmic whimper. Without another word or look she set off to the house, disappearing into the night. 
 
    I ran my hands roughly over my face and through my hair. 
 
    ‘Stupid, stupid, stupid…’ I muttered to myself. There was a clarity that came after sex that brought the reality of the world crashing back to you. But desire is a weird thing; it overrides that aftershock, even when you know it’s coming because you’ve experienced it a hundred times before. 
 
    And when it came to a woman like Santana, there was no way that my instincts could be avoided. She had been reserved when out in the open up until now, but after our time together in the forest something had awoken in her. She was perfectly comfortable teasing the idea of me getting in trouble with Jeremiah. 
 
    She had been incredible, and I wouldn’t have had a second thought at the idea of making her my third wife. 
 
    Despite it being a culture shock, I was still totally open to the idea of calling them that. With marriage their came a commitment to one woman forever, but in this world I could be with as many as I desired, as long as I treated them with the fairness and kindness that would be expected in any marriage, and that which they deserved. 
 
    I just wondered how Jeremiah would feel at the prospect of me marrying his daughter as well. 
 
    Santana had been right, she was an adult, but after seeing the guy swing an axe the way he had done I was more than a little sceptical about whether he would stick to his ideals of pacificism. 
 
    I headed back to the base of the tree and looked out over my land. A small light flickered inside Tormus and Eri’s house. Alorion was nowhere to be seen, and the girls had likely turned in for the night. 
 
    I thought back to the trading post and our unfinished defences. The creature that had attacked the traders was out there somewhere, and the perimeter fence was nowhere near completion. Even when it was finished, I had no idea what good it would really do against some legendary forest creature that could rip apart whole trading caravans. 
 
    On the one hand I wanted to tell everyone about it. I wanted them to stay safe within their homes and out of the way of anything that might cause them any harm. That was my responsibility as their leader. 
 
    On the other hand, though, one mention of a giant monster in the area could send everybody into a full-blown riot. A tribe master may have had authority over his people, but I knew how revolutions worked; if the people see that things aren’t right for them, they’ll cut the boss’s head off, steal everything that isn’t nailed down and take off without a second’s notice. 
 
    And I really liked the idea of keeping my head. 
 
    I listened hard for a few minutes but heard only the corn stalks and the blades of grass brushing against each other in the warm breeze. 
 
    Heading up the steps and into the treehouse, I found Ariadne and Lara wrapped up together on the bed. They were completely naked, their wolf’s fur clothing strewn on the floor nearby. 
 
    No matter how spent I was, even after Santana had literally emptied me in the forest, the sight of them still made me realise how lucky I was. I had no idea how I had ended up out here, but they made it worthwhile. 
 
    I pulled off my clothes and climbed into bed with my wives, dropping into unconsciousness just moments after my head hit the pillow. 
 
      
 
    That should have been the end of the night. The next time I opened my eyes, daylight should have been seeping in through the canopy overhead while my Ariadne and Mara snuggled up to me. 
 
    Instead I was met by darkness and hushed voices. 
 
    ‘Master… Master…!’ 
 
    I awoke and sat up quickly. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I said groggily, making out the sight of Lara by the door. 
 
    ‘There is something outside.’ 
 
    Ariadne was pulling on her clothes and retrieving her knives by the bed. 
 
    Immediately I was alert. 
 
    I got out of bed and stepped silently over to the door. Halfway across I felt a light thud and a vibration through the ground. 
 
    The girls’ eyes went wide as we all stood perfectly still and listened. 
 
    Thud. Thud. Thud. 
 
    Whatever was outside was gigantic, and some part of me knew immediately what was confronting us. 
 
    The creature that had attacked the caravans was right outside. It was circling the tree. 
 
    ‘I think that the horses and the taurems are safe. We have not heard them. They must have taken shelter in the forest. It has already killed the piglets though,’ Ariadne whispered into my ear. ‘We heard their squeals. 
 
    My eyes clenched shut. I took a deep breath and collected myself. 
 
    I crossed lightly to Lara and whispered into her ear. 
 
    ‘What is this thing? Can you see it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not opening the door. I don’t think it knows that we are here… It is just circling.’ 
 
    We were trapped, and there was nothing that I could do about it. All we could do was listen to the huge creature’s heavy breathing as it continued to circle the tree over and over again. 
 
    Minutes passed until the thudding stopped altogether. The breathing, though – the panting, heaving breaths that verged on growls – they continued, on and on, right outside of our door. 
 
    My heart pounded hard and my hands shook. I reached for the locket around my neck and felt the heaviness of the silver in my hand. 
 
    Suddenly the thuds began again. They grew quieter as the creature headed away from the tree. My mind turned to my citizens. They were probably cowering inside their homes. 
 
    We listened and listened, but there were no sounds of stone crumbling or people screaming, only the thudding of footsteps across our land as it headed towards the Eastern side. 
 
    Branches snapped beneath its feet with a series of brutal crunches as it moved into the darkness and away from us. 
 
    More waiting. We couldn’t go out straight away in case it was still watching us, and even then I would only peek out from the door to check the state of things. 
 
    When I was finally sure that we were alone, I opened the door and looked out to the field. Eri was in a top window of her house, and waved across to me. I waved back and signalled for her to get back inside, which she eventually understood. 
 
    Searching the land in the moonlight one last time I hopped off the side of my steps to get a look at Jeremiah and Santana’s house. Being confronted by monsters was something they were used to. 
 
    Their house was dark and the curtains were drawn over the small windows, but there was no sign of damage to it. 
 
    The pig pen was another story. The fence had been demolished completely, and the rest of the animals were nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I dreaded to think about the state of it, but that could wait till morning. Alorion was the only one that I hadn’t spotted for definite, but he was small enough to look after himself, especially if he needed to make a quick escape. 
 
    There was no way that we could all sleep at once. We took shifts trying to get some shut-eye before the sun rose, but it was few and far between. That thing, whatever it was, had been too big to let our minds settle. 
 
    Monsters only came out at night, and the next day couldn’t come fast enough. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    The moment the sunlight began to illuminate the land I headed out the front door, fully-dressed and with my sword at my side. Sleep hadn’t exactly been in abundance, but I was wide awake as I hurried across to the Rourke house. 
 
    I glanced over at the pig pen on my way over. It had been demolished completely, the fences uprooted and the ground dug up in large cascades. There was no blood or any sign that there had ever been any piglets to begin with. 
 
    They had been devoured whole. 
 
    Jeremiah opened the front door before I got there. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ I asked quickly. ‘Are you both okay?’ 
 
    ‘We’re fine, Jack,’ he said, giving me a nod. ‘We locked ourselves upstairs and prayed, just as we always have done.’ 
 
    ‘Is everyone else okay, Master Jack?’ Santana asked, appearing at her father’s side. Jeremiah made no indication of anger, so I guessed that she hadn’t said a word. 
 
    ‘I think so. The only person I haven’t seen is-’ 
 
    ‘Jack, Master Jack!’ 
 
    ‘Speak of the devil…’ 
 
    Alorion came scrambling through the grass towards me. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘I’m perfectly fine,’ he replied. ‘Nothing like the branches of a tall tree to keep one out of harm’s way. This creature is gigantic.’ 
 
    ‘We heard it. Those were its footsteps.’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen its footsteps?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Come look.’ 
 
    He took off back the way he had come, dashing through the grass. 
 
    ‘Find the animals,’ I said to Jeremiah and Santana. ‘The piglets might be gone but the horses and the taurems aren’t. They’ll be around here somewhere – probably in the forest.’ 
 
    They got started immediately and I ran in pursuit of Alorion. He hadn’t gone far; he was following a trail around the tree that I called home. 
 
    I had been so intent on checking that everyone was okay that I hadn’t even noticed them. The footprints were gigantic; paw-shaped and at least three feet in diameter, they sank deepest were the claws were had dug into the ground. 
 
    ‘So you were telling the truth when you mentioned monsters, huh?’ 
 
    ‘I never actually used the word monster, Jack. I have always tried to be ambiguous.’ 
 
    ‘So the thing that made this doesn’t qualify as a monster in your mind?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, it’s definitely a monster.’ 
 
    ‘Did you get a look at it?’ 
 
    ‘Four legs, patched grey and black fur… It was a wolf, a wolf that stands at least three yards tall and six in length.’ 
 
    I gulped hard as I stood within the imprint of the wolf’s paw in the dirt. Dealing with regular wolves had been bad enough, but the sheer prospect of this thing actually existing terrified me. 
 
    ‘Did you see where it went?’ 
 
    Alorion led me through the field to the eastern edge of the land. The paw prints were stamped into crushed grass in a straight line. It had deliberately come this way. There had been no meandering. 
 
    In the trees at the edge of the forest the ground had been viciously scratched at, as if it was trying to dig for something. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing this thing wasn’t trying to take a shit out here,’ I muttered. ‘But what’s with the hole? What was it trying to reach?’ 
 
    Alorion just shook his head. I looked about the trees and the shrubbery, and saw the line it had made through the undergrowth. 
 
    ‘Wait… Wait…’ 
 
    I jumped down into the hole that had been dug and shoved my hand down into the dirt, rifling about. 
 
    ‘What in the name of the gods are you doing?’ Alorion asked. ‘I can get a shovel if it would be more useful.’ 
 
    ‘I think I know why it was here. The wolves that we killed back at the homestead, the ones that we brought back here; I bet…’ 
 
    I found what I was looking for, or at least part of it; wrenching my hand out of the dirt, I held up part of the wolf’s carcass. It was impossible to say which part because of the state in which Lara had left them, but the stench made it immediately clear. After finishing with the carcasses, this is where they had brought and buried them. 
 
    ‘The wolves,’ Alorion said. 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I replied, dumping the remains back on the ground. ‘I think we just pissed off the mother.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘We’ve got a problem. I don’t know where to start with it, and I need suggestions.’ 
 
    I had called everybody to a meeting in the map room, which was still acting as our temporary base of operations. 
 
    ‘That thing that you all heard last night… We’re pretty sure that it was a wolf. Not a regular one, and not a feral one, but the mother of those that attacked back at Jeremiah and Santana’s homestead. That’s why it was out here. Lara and I killed a small pack of them a few miles from here. We brought the carcasses back and harvested them for resources. It must have smelled the buried bodies, which brought it here.’ 
 
    ‘But why didn’t it attack?’ Lara said. ‘Wolves are redemptive creatures. They work as a group, and they avenge their group. If the mother thought that her children were dead it would have torn everybody to shreds.’ 
 
    I nodded at Lara and Ariadne. ‘Your outfits. I think it can smell the fur. That’s why it spent so much time circling the tree. It thinks that its children may still be alive.’ 
 
    Lara looked down at her outfit and ran a hand through her hair. 
 
    ‘I am such a damned idiot… This is supposed to be my area of expertise. Please forgive me, I had no idea that the mother would be out here. The wilds are enormous, and for a mother to actually be nearby… They have many children that split far across the land in packs…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ I said. ‘It’s done. It happened. There’s no point in regretting anything. Right now we need to figure out how to stop this thing from coming back here. Can we just get rid of everything that brought the mother here in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘That won’t work,’ Lara continued. ‘It’ll find the scent, find the remains, and when it realises that its children are dead it will come to the last place that it smelled the remains, and kill everything there – which is right here.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t just throw the remains into a river and let it drift off?’ 
 
    ‘If it loses the scent it is still likely that it will return here. Like I said, it knows that the wolves were here at some point… It knows that they are still here. It is out there in the forest, and it will return.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re saying we’re trapped?’ Tormus said. 
 
    ‘We are surrounded on all sides by a single creature,’ Eri added. 
 
    Everyone fell silent as I racked my brain for a solution. 
 
    If we kept the remains, it would come back. If we got rid of them, it would come back with a much more pissed off attitude. Either way, it would return, and sooner or later it’s temper would probably reach boiling point. 
 
    ‘How am I supposed to do this?’ I said to myself, overlapping my hands behind my neck. I had asked it out loud, and my people had seen a moment of weakness in my eyes, had heard it in my voice, but I didn’t care. I was too desperate for an answer. 
 
    ‘Is there no possibility that we could kill it?’ Ariadne said quietly. ‘We have weapons. We have explosives left over from the attacks by the bandits. Some Arcane Blast charges, too.’ 
 
    ‘We dealt with the wolves for many months at our homestead,’ Jeremiah said. ‘They are not invincible creatures, but they require a lot of damage to bring down. And the more injured they become, the more ferocious they become. You saw that for yourself. 
 
    ‘This creature that is approaching us is much bigger. It will require a much greater force to bring it down, but this would take a greater length of time to do – time that we do not have. If this thing senses that it is under attack, whether it is from a spell or a blade, it will become very angry very quickly.’ 
 
    ‘And it’ll rip this place to pieces,’ I said. ‘We can’t get rid of the remains. We can’t kill it… What the hell do we do…?’ 
 
    Silence fell once again. There was no solution. The only way that we would survive is if we abandoned the land. 
 
    No, there was no way that that was even a possibility. I couldn’t consider it. We had finally reached a point of sustainability after endless amounts of work, and through utterly shit luck it had been ripped from us. 
 
    But how else could I keep my people safe? The only way was to split up, to abandon the land. I had tried to find a better solution, but there wasn’t one. 
 
    ‘There is a way we could kill it.’ 
 
    The suggestion hadn’t come from Ariadne or Lara. 
 
    It had come from Santana. 
 
    ‘Really?’ I said, taken aback. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Jeremiah cut in. ‘I know what you are going to say, but it is not an option.’ 
 
    ‘It can be used, father. It does not have to be you that fires it. You only have to be the one that hands it over.’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I cut in, ‘if you’re harbouring some secret weapon in your house now would be a really great time to lend it to me.’ 
 
    They both turned to look at me with wary expressions. 
 
    ‘When I left the ruins of my old tribe years ago,’ Jeremiah began, ‘I took a cart and filled it with everything that I could salvage in the ruins of our tribal lands. By that point it had been abandoned and much of it reduced to rubble, but there were some things of value remaining. I took all that I could, most of which I used upon setting up camp at our homestead. 
 
    ‘Among the objects were some papers, one of which was a schematic for a weapon. I had no desire to use it, but I could tell that it was of some value, so I kept it in an old lockbox… A lockbox that I have back at the house.’ 
 
    ‘What is this weapon?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It is a harpoon cannon,’ Santana said, her smooth, quiet voice sounding almost strange saying those words – even if I had heard her say much dirtier ones. ‘It requires a Defence Totem to construct and a large amount of iron, but its size would make it perfect for this situation.’ 
 
    ‘A harpoon cannon,’ I nodded. ‘But they can only be fired once, can’t they?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct,’ Jeremiah said matter-of-factly. ‘Unless you have time to reload, which we likely won’t. We could wait for the mother wolf and attempt to bring it down, but if we miss…’ 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Okay… Here’s what we’re going to do. We’re going to construct this weapon and use it tonight when this thing gets here. I’ll try and kill it. Everybody else will stay hidden at Tormus and Eri’s house. It was the only place the wolf didn’t pay any attention to when it came here last night. 
 
    ‘If I kill it, we’re safe. If I don’t… Well, just try and stay hidden until the morning and then hit the road. Take the horses and make a run for Ichabod’s Cove. Lara has a room there that you should be able to use.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not big enough for everyone,’ Lara laughed lightly. Her smile quickly faded as she looked at the table, unable to meet my eyes. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to do this, master,’ Ariadne said. ‘We will be able to find another way.’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t another way,’ I said. ‘This is what we’re doing. That’s all there is to it. Any questions?’ 
 
    There were none. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I continued. ‘Santana, what’s the situation with the animals?’ 
 
    ‘Aside from the piglets, all are accounted for, master. We found the horses and the taurem scattered just beyond the treeline and managed to round them up.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Get them to the stables. Tormus, Eri, hoard any resources that you can in storage in your home. Lara and Ariadne, get changed from your outfits and bring them to me when you’re done.’ 
 
    Everybody headed to their stations to carry out their jobs, and I took a second to catch my bearings. 
 
    I could very well have just handed myself a death sentence, but I had no choice. This was just another form of death that I was staring in the face, only it had a huge set of teeth that could rip me to shreds like a piece of paper. 
 
    ‘Master Jack?’ Jeremiah said, appearing by my side and bringing me back into the moment. ‘I’m guessing that you’d like me to provide you with this schematic now?’ 
 
    ‘You’d be right.’ 
 
    We headed to his home and up to the tiny attic space above the upper floor. In the darkness he retrieved the small box and unlocked it with a key from around his neck. He tapped the stack of papers and removed one from the inventory, then proceeded to trade it with me. 
 
    I pressed accept. Jeremiah paused before he initiated his side of the deal. 
 
    ‘I made a promise to myself not to use violence after the war. I saw what it did to the land… But over the past few days I have seen my daughter partake in it, and I have seen it follow me. Even if you hadn’t arrived and it had been I or her that had killed the wolves, this creature that now terrorises us here would have come to us. It has followed us here, and the only way for us to stop it is to defend ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘You and I think the same way,’ I replied. ‘That totem by the tree isn’t called weapons. It’s called defence, and that’s exactly what we’re doing. We’re defending our land. And if that means killing something, then so be it.’ 
 
    Jeremiah nodded and hit the accept button. 
 
    I returned to the Defence Totem for what may have been the last time and entered the building. Pulling up my inventory, I tapped the schematic symbol. 
 
    Schematic: Vicious Harpoon Cannon 
 
    Add to Defence Totem? 
 
    I pressed accept and the schematic disappeared from my inventory, and I entered the building. 
 
    After placing a hand on the anvil I cycled through the possible items to find the Vicious Harpoon Cannon and selected it. 
 
    Unable to craft. Requires Iron Bar x30, Wood x10 
 
    Includes one harpoon. 
 
    The wood wouldn’t be a problem, but the iron? 
 
    ‘Where the hell am I supposed to get 30 iron bars from?’ 
 
    After visiting the Rourke house, as well as Tormus and Eri and my own storage house, I had a grand total of 7 in my possession. I was less than a quarter of the way towards my goal. 
 
    And even after all of that, I would have only one harpoon. I would have one shot at taking down the mother wolf. 
 
    If I missed, I and my people would be dead. 
 
    No pressure. 
 
    I scrolled through the crafting list, sliding it back and forth with my finger as I thought. 
 
    But the answer was right in front of me, right at the bottom of the list. 
 
    Deconstruct 
 
    I selected it and read the instructions back. 
 
    Insert items from your inventory to deconstruct for raw materials. 
 
    If I had anything made of iron I could deconstruct it for iron bars. 
 
    For the next hour I scoured the land for every possible weapon and tool that I could break down. By the time I had made my way around everyone, the only things we had left were my sword and the crossbow that Santana had used to kill the wolf back at their pasture – a family heirloom that couldn’t just be melted down. 
 
    When all was said and done, I had 32 iron bars in my possession. The wood had been easily collected, and now I was back at the defence structure, joined by Alorion. 
 
    ‘Do you think this will work, master?’ 
 
    ‘The only way we’ll know is if we give it a shot.’ 
 
    Construct? 
 
    I pressed the button. The moment I released my finger, the whole building began to shake. 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?’ I shouted. 
 
    ‘More power, more energy, master!’ He shouted back at me. ‘You have only just arrived in Agraria. Crafting such a complex item carries risk.’ 
 
    ‘What risk?’ 
 
    ‘The building coming down.’ 
 
    ‘Are you fucking serious?’ 
 
    I moved to run outside, but just as I did the shaking stopped. 
 
    Looking back into the centre of the room, the shape began to appear. The harpoon cannon stood around chest height. It was a squat, bulky weapon with a pair of wrought metal handles and the harpoon itself leaning against it, ready to be mounted and fired. 
 
    ‘Rather impressive,’ Alorion said in earnest. 
 
    ‘You’re telling me. I’m going to need some help carrying this.’ 
 
    Tormus, Jeremiah and I each took a side and hoisted the cannon into the field on the southern side. It was the most strategic point – out in the open so that the mother wolf couldn’t seek any defences, and far enough away from the house where everybody would take shelter. 
 
    I tested it alone for some time, aiming it carefully and getting a feel for the weight, until the girls came over to see me. 
 
    It wasn’t just Ariadne and Lara, but Santana joining them. Even if she wasn’t one of my wives yet, she still had a worry in her eyes. 
 
    ‘How is the weapon?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Strong. A good hit will take the mother wolf out.’ 
 
    ‘Listen…’ Lara said. ‘We just came to give you well wishes, master, and… To tell you that we love you.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too,’ I said, looking between them. ‘Come here.’ 
 
    I embraced them both as they nuzzled into my shoulders. 
 
    ‘You don’t need to worry about me,’ I said quickly. ‘It’s going to be fine. We’re going to kill this thing, and everything will be all right.’ 
 
    I looked over at Santana, who had folded her arms with trepidation. 
 
    ‘Could I talk with you for a moment, master?’ She said. ‘In private…?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ I nodded to the girls and they headed back to the tree. 
 
    ‘What’s up? Did you want to wish me luck too? I’m not going to need it.’ 
 
    ‘You say that,’ she said, forcing a smile. ‘I wonder if you really mean it.’ 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    ‘I have another idea,’ she continued, ‘but it is not one that I want to discuss around my father. If you miss, or if this doesn’t work, it may be a better idea to use the land to kill this creature.’ 
 
    ‘How would we do that?’ 
 
    ‘Do you remember in the map room, Ark Point?’ 
 
    ‘I saw it when we first built the map room. It’s a quarry, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘A pit. I passed it once some years ago. It is a large area, and a dangerous one. I was always warned not to go near it, and I could see why. If someone were to fall into it, it would spell instant death. Or something, in our case. If we could somehow lure the mother wolf there, we could bring it to its own death.’ 
 
    ‘How would we get it there?’ 
 
    ‘The only way we can match its speed is on horseback, and seeing as I am the best rider…’ 
 
    ‘No. No way. If you think that I’m going to let you act as bait so that thing can chase you down you can forget it.’ 
 
    ‘Let me? So I have to ask permission to save your life?’ 
 
    ‘I may be your tribe master, but I’m not asking you from that position. I’m asking you because I care about you. Do you think just because I have two other women in my life that you’re just another random one to me? Well you’re not. I know we’ve only known each other for a few days but you’re important to me.’ 
 
    ‘… I am?’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are. If your father doesn’t end up murdering me I’d ask you in an instant to be my wife, just like I did with Lara and Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘You really want that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a single doubt in my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Then why not ask me to be your wife?’ 
 
    ‘I will… Tomorrow, when the mother wolf is dead.’ 
 
    Santana smiled at me, her chest rising and falling intensely. 
 
    ‘Can you see my father?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Do you see my father anywhere?’ 
 
    I scanned the surrounding fields, but saw him nowhere. 
 
    ‘No, I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Good.’ 
 
    Santana hurried up to me pressed her lips against mine, kissing me passionately. Alarm bells rang in my head at the prospect that Jeremiah could be hidden somewhere, but it felt too right. I wrapped my arms around her and kissed her hard, before she pulled away. 
 
    ‘I’ll see you in the morning,’ she said, turning and walking away from me. She looked over her shoulder at me one last time and soundlessly mouthed that one little word. Master. 
 
    That mischievous smile that she had given me last night after the forest wasn’t on her face though. She lowered her head and left me there, there to face the monster on my own. 
 
    I had told them that I would see them tomorrow, that everything would be all right, but I really didn’t believe that. I was sure that I would face be facing my death, because every other possibility had dried up. 
 
    I may have been out in the open, but I was backed into the tightest corner of my life. 
 
    *** 
 
    Hours later, night fell. With the harpoon cannon placed, the remains of the dead wolves set down next to me in a sack, and everybody back at Tormus and Eri’s house, all I could do was wait. 
 
    With every slip of the sun on the horizon I could see the shadows growing and the light disappearing behind me until it reached the treeline. 
 
    The lights at the house went out. Silence fell over the land before it was quickly replaced by the occasional screeching of an animal in the forest, or the sound of a branch crunching under something huge. 
 
    The whole time I rotated the cannon in the direction of every noise, right up until that familiar thud sounded. 
 
    It had come from the eastern side, right where we had dug the remains up. 
 
    The ones that were now sitting in the sack next to me. 
 
    There was a series of short, random thuds, before a long silence fell. The forest had gone quiet. There wasn’t even a breeze moving through the grass that surrounded me. 
 
    Suddenly a howling screech the likes of which I had never heard ran through the sky. It could have been from the lungs of a thousand wolves, but this only belonged to the one that wanted me dead. 
 
    As the final echo of the wolf’s howl ended, the thudding footsteps began like a drumbeat. They slammed into the ground, growing louder and louder as the monster got closer. 
 
    My sweating hands held tight on the handles of the harpoon cannon. I searched in the shadows across the field, eventually seeing the huge thing rush past the edge of the tree and come sprinting towards me. 
 
    I aimed the harpoon as the mother stopped the curve of her approach and made a beeline for me. 60 yards. 
 
    50 yards. 
 
    30. 
 
    I pulled the trigger. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    I was prepared for the recoil, but the name vicious suddenly made sense. The force almost pulled my shoulders out of their sockets. 
 
    The spear connected with the wolf with a crunch. The mother wolf hit the ground and slid through the grass towards me. 
 
    I jumped from the cannon handles and jolted backwards, drawing my sword quickly and preparing for the mother wolf to mount an attack. 
 
    Her shape was only moving slightly in the throes of pain. The length of the harpoon was sticking out of her, but from so many yards away I couldn’t tell where it had hit her. 
 
    I approached and tried to make it out. Wolves were smart, but were they smart enough to play dead while their prey approached? 
 
    Terror ran through me. My eyes were wide as I examined the body. It was jerking and grunting, like it was trying to cough something out. 
 
    The harpoon had smashed straight through its left eye and into its head, descending a little into its neck. 
 
    The wolf’s mouth gnashed suddenly. I jumped back, ready to rush forward and take a swipe to finish it off. 
 
    Another gnashing of teeth, its mouth wider this time. 
 
    I pounced forward and moved to force my blade into its head. Just as I did its maw opened a third time. My blade moved between its jagged teeth, and before I could remove it, it bit down once again. 
 
    I felt the blade tear through its gums, followed by the squelch of blood and flesh, but it was too late to withdraw my blade. 
 
    The horrible sound of metal ripping hit my ears. The handle of my sword was taken from my hands. 
 
    The wolf staggered to its feet and shook its head wildly with the harpoon still lodged in its head, then threw what remained of my sword somewhere into the grass. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I arced around the cannon, snatched up the bag of wolf remains and sprinted across the field to the stables. Ark Point was my only chance now, but that could mean throwing myself off the edge in the process. 
 
    My options had dried up fast and this was the only way forward. 
 
    Domino and Myranthia were going berserk in the presence of the mother wolf. I calmed Domino as quickly as I could, unhitched him from the post  in the stables and jumped into the saddle. 
 
    I went to prompt him onwards but he was way ahead of me. Domino surged forward, and all I had to do was direct him. 
 
    The moment we left the shelter of the tree’s branches the mother wolf was in pursuit. Her staggering run with the harpoon still protruding from her face was enough for her to keep up with me. 
 
    Domino hit the forest in seconds, and with the bag in hand we raced between trunks. 
 
    For my horse and I it was a case of dodging tree trunks and any other obstacles in our way. I was only a beginner, but commanding Domino wasn’t my priority – getting as far away from the mother wolf as I could was. 
 
    For the wolf it was a totally different game. I had been shot at before and the sharp sounds of small explosions in gun barrels followed by the cutting of air was something I would never forget, but the crunching of trees being ripped apart by a stampeding monster was now on the same list. 
 
    The wolves at the Rourke homestead had smashed through the front door when injured – this one was taking down whole trees in its angered sprint towards me. 
 
    Domino neighed wildly as he scraped past the sharp bark of two narrow trees, rushing us on faster and faster. We were travelling roughly towards the pit, but in the darkness I had no way to gage it. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    My horse screamed out. The sound was almost human. 
 
    My body jerked forward and with the sack-tie still wrapped around my wrist I went flying through the air and into the undergrowth. 
 
    The skin on my arms was scuffed and scratched from the hit but otherwise I was fine. 
 
    I scrambled to my feet and saw my horse on its side, crying out in pain. 
 
    That crunch hadn’t been a branch snapping beneath one of its hoofs. It had been one of its legs. 
 
    It staggered in panic before dropping down to the ground and rolling madly. 
 
    The closest trunk slammed to the side, and the mother wolf appeared. It opened its mad maw and sank its teeth into my horse, shaking its body around insanely. 
 
    This was a nightmare. It was being torn to pieces before my eyes, and it would go for me next. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    The mother wolf heard the bawling shout. I looked in the direction of the voice and saw a rider on horseback approaching – the last person that I wanted to see. 
 
    ‘Get on!’ 
 
    Santana galloped into the clearing, drawing Myranthia to a screeching halt. I jumped onto the horse’s back and we set off immediately. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?!’ 
 
    ‘Saving your life. I told you, you need an experienced rider.’ 
 
    I wanted to argue, but she was right. No matter how much I wanted her safe, this was the only way forward. 
 
    Myranthia’s huge body galloped forward heavily, having no trouble holding us both. The moment we moved back through the trees I heard the body of Domino hit the ground, and the thudding of the mother wolf coming after us once again. 
 
    ‘How far are we?’ 
 
    ‘Not far. We can make it… I think.’ 
 
    We hit the forest hard. My surroundings turned into a blurred mess of silhouetted shapes and hungry growls. 
 
    I dared to look over my shoulder, seeing the mother wolf scrambling between trees and knocking the weaker ones from her path. 
 
    Suddenly the sound of crunching shrubbery and rustling leaves vanished. 
 
    We were out in the open, and the ledge was only twenty yards off. 
 
    Overhead, the moon shone down on us, and for a second I thought that I had never seen a more beautiful place. 
 
    Then reality flooded back, and the wolf exploded from the forest to confront me. 
 
    With the bag of remains in hand I jumped from Myranthia and backed up towards the cliff edge. Santana commanded her horse to the side and hopped from its back, moving them both away. 
 
    The mother wolf looked between us both, deciding who to go for. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    ‘Come on, you ugly son-of-a-bitch,’ I called over to the mother wolf. It was edging forward with small steps, its eyes flitting between myself and Santana. 
 
    For a moment that was too long, it looked over at her. Its teeth bore, and it began to growl. 
 
    I reached into the sack and pulled out part of a wolf’s carcass. 
 
    ‘This is what you want, right?’ I shouted like a madman. ‘I’m the one who killed your wolves.’ 
 
    The wolf inhaled sharply. Its eyes darted back to me. The smell of its kind had become secondary in its rising anger, but the sight of parts of the carcass brought all its attention to me. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ I panted madly. ‘Come on…’ 
 
    The wolf sprinted at me. I threw the bag of remains off the edge and followed it, dropping over the precipice. 
 
    I snatched at the ledge but the mud and grass gave. As the shadow of the wolf blocked out the moonlight, it’s hulking body leaping into the abyss, I grabbed desperately for anything that would stop me from falling. 
 
    One of my hands slammed into a protruding twig that speared into my palm. 
 
    The other reached up for anything, anything – and found Santana’s grip. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    The wolf mother screamed out and struck the side of the pit, plummeting into the darkness. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    It hit the bottom after several seconds of mad wailing. In the fading echo there were no more howls and no more thuds. It was dead. 
 
    With a grunt I pulled my bloody hand from the twig and reached up to a rough rock with my other hand. We moaned in a mix of strained effort as I dragged my body up and onto the ledge, snatching desperately at grass and dirt in the process, until I finally yanked myself up and we fell to the ground together, panting hard. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ Santana whimpered. ‘You just killed a monster.’ 
 
    ‘And I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you. You just saved my life. Thank you.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    ‘We’re done for the day.’ 
 
    ‘But, it’s only midday, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but we’ve been up since sunrise and we haven’t stopped. Besides, we’re more than halfway there already.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    I stepped back from the perimeter fence and admired the current state of our work. The wooden barrier now arced in a huge semicircle, covering just over half of the border. Jeremiah and I had been working on it every day for the past week since the mother wolf had been vanquished, and life had been calm and straightforward since then. 
 
    There had been a few deviations, of course. The monster may have been dead, but there was no way the traders would be returning to the post anytime soon if they thought that the monster was still out there somewhere. 
 
    I couldn’t exactly send a group-text either, but word of mouth was much more powerful, and the fastest way to send a message like this was to make a statement that couldn’t be taken in more than one way. 
 
    After discussing the matter with my people, myself, Ariadne, Mara and Tormus returned to the cliff’s edge at Ark Point and made our way to the bottom via several steep paths and drops. Mara did the necessary work on the wolf’s carcass and we returned to the trading post which had been completely abandoned. 
 
    Travellers would come and go along the route during the day, and they would speak of what they had seen – the mother wolf’s head suspended on several logs grafted into the ground. 
 
    There was no ignoring a symbol like that. It was anonymous, and its statement clear. I had no interest in claiming responsibility for bringing it down. It had been a mix of luck and careful timing, as well as the hand of a pretty farmgirl who had saved my life. 
 
    Speaking of which- 
 
    ‘There’s something I need to ask you,’ I said to Jeremiah. ‘Lara and Ariadne are my wives, but… How would you feel about me marrying Santana, too?’ 
 
    I held my breath, ready for him to swing the axe straight at my head. I had been building this up in my head for almost a week, wondering about all the possible outcomes, but he didn’t even react. He just continued to stare at the fence. His demeanour didn’t shift at all. 
 
    ‘What does Santana think about this? She is not an object to be traded and exchanged. She is a woman all her own.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I replied quickly. ‘She’s a strong person. I’ve already spoken about it with her. She wants to be my wife.’ 
 
    ‘Then what are you asking me for? You’re the tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘Well… I’m from a different world to you, and it’s a little old-fashioned where I come from, but… The man is supposed to ask the lady’s father for permission before he asks her to marry him.’ 
 
    ‘You are the tribe master. You do not have to ask me.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, I do. That’s not how things are here. I just wanted to make sure you were okay with it.’ 
 
    Jeremiah smiled. 
 
    ‘Since I met you, you have exhibited nothing but a strong mind, a brave soul, a vicious work ethic and a desire to take care of your people. I am sure that Santana would be very happy, and that I would be too.’ 
 
    My entire body felt like it had had a weight lifted off it. 
 
    We finished our work for the day and enjoyed the weather for the remainder, I and my people walking the land and checking our stores. We were watered and sheltered and fed, and were planning another trip to Ichabod’s Cove while the nearby trading post repopulated with traders over the coming months. 
 
    Now that we were safe and the forest around us was quiet, as well as the defences being on their way to being completed, I had more plans than I could even count. I may have accomplished a lot over the past two weeks since I had arrived in Agraria, but in the grand scheme of things there was so much more that I wanted to accomplish. 
 
    That could wait, though. With another day at its end I headed to the well and, many buckets of water later, sank into a bath of lukewarm water in the confines of my treehouse. 
 
    I wasn’t alone, though – Ariadne was stretched out on the bed in her underwear, engrossed in a book. 
 
    ‘What are you reading?’ 
 
    ‘An adventure story,’ she replied. ‘Santana leant it to me. Books are difficult to come by, so it is a treat to read something every once in a while.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll build a library one day,’ I said, sinking back in the water. ‘We’ll buy every book that we come across and fill the shelves up.’ 
 
    Ariadne looked up from her book and smiled. She set it aside and crossed to the bathtub, sinking down next to it and resting her head on her arms on the ledge. 
 
    ‘You free people from cages, master.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the only person I’ve ever freed from a cage… Well, you and Tormus and Eri… And the people in the cave near the cove… But it’s not my day job.’ 
 
    ‘You have freed me from more than one cage. Many tribe masters do not even allow their people to read. Mine did not. I had to learn myself, in secret.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I still miss them, of course. I wonder every night if any remain out there.’ 
 
    ‘I told you,’ I said, raising a hand to her cheek and kissing her. ‘If we ever find any of your people in chains I’ll free them and kill whoever holds them captive. I promise.’ 
 
    At that moment the door to the treehouse opened. Lara and Santana entered and closed the door behind them. Lara hardly even batted an eye at the sight of us, but Santana stopped and watched with a mix of shock and interest as her bottom lip slid out beneath her biting teeth. 
 
    ‘So it is true…’ She said. 
 
    ‘What is?’ I asked as Ariadne pulled away and I stood from the bath, wrapping a towel around my waist. 
 
    ‘That wives share a tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t bother you, does it?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all master.’  
 
    After we had all bathed, the girls snuggled up to me as they fell asleep, and I looked up through the canopy overhead at the dim light through the blurred colors of the leaves. The twin beds provided a decent amount of space, but with four of us now sleeping in them I would have to think about investing in a larger bed. 
 
    Careful not to wake them, I slipped out of bed and pulled on my pants before heading out of the treehouse and into the clearing. Only a little scattered light remained as I filled my canteen with water from the well and looked out over my land. 
 
    ‘Can’t sleep, Jack?’ 
 
    Alorion appeared nearby, heading over to me and clambering onto the sloped roof of the well. 
 
    ‘Just getting some fresh air,’ I replied. ‘How about you?’ 
 
    ‘Enjoying the quiet. It’s a rare commodity out here.’ 
 
    ‘Not anymore. I haven’t heard a sound all week except the wind and insects in the fields.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Hopefully it will last.’ 
 
    ‘Our defences will be finished soon. From there we just keep building and improving. We upgrade our defences and our weapons. We bring in new citizens. Create more resources. It’s all up from here.’ 
 
    We embraced the silence for a few moments, looking out over the fields. 
 
    ‘Can I ask you something?’ Alorion said. 
 
    ‘Of course. What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘That chain around your neck. Not to confess to prying eyes, but it looks to be made of solid silver. We may trade in gold pieces in this land, but the pieces are far from pure, unlike that locket of yours. Why not sell it?’ 
 
    I wrapped a hand around the locket and twirled it in my fingers absently. 
 
    ‘It belonged to someone I loved a long time ago. Years and years ago.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to her?’ 
 
    I gulped and closed my eyes. I had always tried to push the thought of her out of my head. It had been ten years, but she always found a way to creep back in, usually through nightmares – or gloomhunters. 
 
    ‘Her name was Katie. We spent a lot of time together when I wasn’t working. I never saw the point in starting a relationship because I was always so busy working, but she was the one person that made me question that. Anyway… We were together one night after dinner, and in the middle of the night while we were sleeping she wraps her hand around my throat and starts trying to choke me… At least that’s what I thought she was doing. 
 
    ‘When I finally became fully awake, I realised that she was the one was choking. She had eaten something and set off a reaction to an allergy she didn’t know she had. I didn’t know what to do… By the time help arrived she was dead. 
 
    ‘This was hers. I just keep it around to remind myself to appreciate what I’ve got. I guess… I guess that’s why I got used to the idea of loving the girls so quickly. Now that I’m settled in one place, I can be with a woman, or in this case several women, all the time. It’s tough, though. I know they’re all good fighters and can defend themselves, but the thought of losing any of them already scares the shit out of me.’ 
 
    ‘How come you have never mentioned this before?’ 
 
    ‘In all honesty I try not to think about. It’s in the past.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s why you care so much for your people,’ Alorion smiled. ‘Such is the nature of life, though. It is the fragile things that are the most important to us. We must look after the precious things with everything we have.’ 
 
    I smirked and looked over at Alorion. ‘You come up with all of these quotes yourself or did you read them somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘I am a hive of wisdom, Jack, even if my memory is patchy.’ 
 
    Alorion retrieved his canteen from his inventory and dunked it into the bucket of water on the ledge of the well. He went to drink it but hesitated, then held up his canteen. 
 
    ‘Cheers?’ 
 
    I looked over at him in surprise, then raised my canteen too. 
 
    ‘Cheers, bud.’ 
 
    We knocked our canteens together and both took a long drink, looking out over the lands once more. Agraria was my home now, and Alorion, my girls and my people had made me feel more than welcome. We were safe and life was good, but our next adventure was right around the corner. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TRIBE MASTER WILL CONTINUE IN BOOK 2 
 
    If you’d like to keep up with my latest releases and publications, please sign up to my Official Facebook Author Page – you can find it at the following link: https://www.facebook.com/Noah-Layton-Author-1091856721016326/   
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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