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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    Moonstalker. 
 
    Even though the symbols of the old dwarven language scrawled within the journal were largely indecipherable to me, that word seemed to have been written in every language spoken in the land of Agraria, including English. 
 
    It was only now, a few days after the brutal battle between my forces and Garrison’s dark-elves, that I had finally had a chance to look through the tattered leather journal left behind in the hands of High Blacksmith Kalgunri, the crafter of the agrarium sword. 
 
    I would need one of the dwarves to take a look at this. 
 
    Moonstalker. That was the name he had given to the sword. 
 
    As I stood on the balcony of Garrison’s half-finished mansion, watching the sun rise over the wild forests of Agraria, I ran my hand over the sheath that covered the legendary weapon now in my possession. 
 
    I drew it, the blue glow spilling prematurely from its holster as if the power it contained was just begging to be released. 
 
    The glow almost blinded me as I held the powerful weapon before me, raising it over my head and examining it. 
 
    It felt right in my grasp, right under my control. 
 
    I had already freed slaves and defeated a demon-possessed megalomaniac tribe master with it. 
 
    But its powers were still a mystery to me. 
 
    Agrarium. The mythical substance that it was created from was allegedly used to forge the weapons of the gods of this world. 
 
    That was according to the stories that I had been told, anyway. 
 
    It was powerful, true; my new sword could take down my foes with a single swipe, reducing them to dust at the touch of the blade. It had even managed to cut through the skin of the demon that Garrison had absorbed in an effort to best me. 
 
    I sheathed the sword and looked down the hill to the land below. The snow had begun to melt shortly after the battle had been won, ending the sudden and sharp winter spell that had befallen Agraria. 
 
    It was leaving as quickly as it had arrived, and only the most stubborn patches now remained. 
 
    A little sun was what we needed now. 
 
    The view for miles around up here was remarkable. The forest extended to the west and south as far as the eye can see, stretching north too where it eventually met the beginnings of huge mountains far, far in the distance. 
 
    Beyond the treetops, several hundred yards away, I could make out the many temporary homes that had been built on Garrison’s old land – my new land. 
 
    Mariana, the beautiful tribe master of the sun-elves who was one of my most fearsome allies – and taunting part-time romance – was today gearing up to leave with her loyal soldiers, returning to the Morelian land atop their elkin steeds. 
 
    Then there were my beautiful wives. If I was a king looking down upon his kingdom from this great height, then my wives were surely my queens – not just one, but five. 
 
    Ariadne, Lara, Santana, Elera and Talia were all lounging in the huge bed situated in the sprawling living quarters of the mansion’s upper floor. Not a single piece of clothing was in sight – except scattered around the base of the bed. 
 
    The well-ventilated fire pit had done a great job of keeping us warm, and of making clothes irrelevant. 
 
    ‘Come back to bed, master,’ Lara, my busty huntress, teased. ‘And bring that weapon of yours with you.’ 
 
    ‘I hope you and I are thinking of the same weapon,’ Talia, my catgirl, added. 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
     I set my sword aside and crossed to the bed, where Ariadne and Elera practically pulled me in amongst the sheets. 
 
    Within seconds I was surrounded by the warm, firm press of their tight bodies, my harem of beautiful women snuggling up to me. 
 
    The last few days had been a much-needed reprieve in the aftermath of our recent adventures and conquests. My wives had spent the time sharing me one after the other, and I had gladly filled each of them with my seed. 
 
    The strange blue glow that I had already experienced upon lying with my wives also continued to move between us. 
 
    Ever since I had acquired moonstalker, the glow of the sword resonated within me whenever we slept together. It coursed through our bodies, pulsating warmly before eventually subsiding. 
 
    Considering how mad with desire they drove me I should have been an exhausted mess by now, but the energy that the sword had imbued me with had invigorated me with this strange glow that now transferred between us 
 
    None of us felt hurt by the strange light – if anything we all felt better than ever. 
 
    But its purpose was still a mystery. 
 
    It was of little consequence to me right now though. I was too busy enjoying the aftermath of our victory over the dark-elves. 
 
    And what better way to enjoy the spoils of war than in the home of your fallen enemy? 
 
    In no time Santana’s hands were sliding down over my abs, peeling back the band of my boxers and finding my hardness. 
 
    ‘I believe it is my turn, husband,’ she whispered, the scent of her hair and the warmth of her soft, full lips pressing to mine as she began to gently work me. 
 
    Heaven. 
 
    But not for long. 
 
    ‘Master Jack! Are you up there?’ 
 
    The familiar voice was calling from beyond the balcony, where the doors stood open. 
 
    ‘Never a dull moment in this place,’ I laughed, pulling myself begrudgingly away from the satisfying touch of my wives. 
 
    I crossed to the balcony and looked down to the patch of stone that stood before the mansion’s front doors, a porte-cochère that Garrison had never got around to building – and never would. 
 
    Lo and behold, my faithful imp companion was waving up at me. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Master Jack!’ 
 
    ‘Morning, Alorion! How are things on the land?’ 
 
    ‘Peaceful. I just came to inform you that Master Mariana and the sun-elves are departing.’ 
 
    Mariana. 
 
    ‘Thanks, man, we’ll be right down. Keep them stalled before I get there.’ 
 
    ‘I will certainly do that.’ 
 
    ‘Hey – how did you get up here without getting covered in mud? My boots looked like something from Creature from the Black Lagoon yesterday when I took a walk.’ 
 
    ‘… I don’t know what that second part means,’ Alorion said flatly, shaking his head like I was an idiot. ‘But the dwarves kindly loaned me one of their steeds.’ 
 
    ‘A steed? What kind?’ 
 
    I knew Alorion would struggle to control a horse considering his small stature, so when he whistled with an impressively fine-tuned note and a pony came trotting out of the forest obediently, things made a lot more sense. 
 
    ‘His name is Caspian,’ Alorion grinned. 
 
    ‘Caspian?’ I repeated. ‘Strong name for a pony.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, he’s well-trained nonetheless.’ He clambered atop the pony, crawling up its side and landing on its back. ‘I shall see you shortly, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Sure thing.’ 
 
    ‘Oh! And one more thing.’ 
 
    I spun back around and looked to him in confusion. 
 
    ‘What do we do about the… You know?’ He continued. 
 
    ‘The… What?’ 
 
    ‘The…’ Alorion nodded his head to the side rapidly, then frantically batted his arms up and down like a pair of wings. 
 
    ‘Oh!’ I exclaimed. ‘Please tell me Mariana didn’t find them…’ 
 
    ‘No, but we must determine a manner in which to give the creatures safe passage back to our land, and without anyone seeing. 
 
    ‘It won’t be a problem,’ I assured him. ‘I hope…’ 
 
    Alorion took off into the forest atop Caspian, returning to the land to hold Mariana around a little longer. 
 
    The wing-flapping related to one thing; the pegasi. 
 
    The pair of winged horses had been locked up in a hidden chamber beneath our newly-claimed land, as well as a plethora of other riches totaling upwards of a 100,000 gold pieces. 
 
    I wanted to get them out of the dark and into the world so that they could flex their wings, but there was only one problem; the creatures were so rare that I couldn’t afford anybody finding out about them outside of my tribe. 
 
    I promptly returned inside to the company of my wives. 
 
    ‘Let’s pack it up,’ I said. ‘Time to return to the real world.’ 
 
    My wives were all different in their own ways, but when I announced our departure they all let out a moan of sadness in unison. 
 
    ‘Must we really go, husband?’ Elera pleaded. ‘This place is magical.’ 
 
    ‘Bathtub, check, fire, check,’ Lara commented. ‘Don’t we have that back at the treehouse?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, silence yourself,’ Elera scoffed, flicking a channel of water straight at my huntress with a perfect finger. ‘I am a nymph, I have needs.’ 
 
    ‘Despite the plot hole in Elera’s reasoning,’ Santana said, ‘I must agree. I have never known a place like this. It is delightful.’ 
 
    ‘Can we not stay just a little longer, husband?’ Talia said. ‘I did not know luxuries this great even in my old tribe.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me,’ I replied, ‘right now we’ve got enough gold to build a mansion twice as big as this one back at our main land.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ Ariadne’s large furred ears, which were flopped messily over her head, suddenly perked up as she gazed at me with interest. 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ I assured, ‘I’ve got plenty of ideas, including what to do with this place.’ 
 
    ‘I shall guess that vacation home is not going to be your suggestion,’ Lara smirked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ I said. ‘Come check this out.’ 
 
    Figuring I had a little time before the sun-elves departed from the land – they were coordinated, but with almost a hundred in total they would need to pack up their things and get ready before moving out – I headed out onto the balcony that overlooked the forest. 
 
    My wives followed, gathering up the sheets to cover their naked bodies and rushing to my side. 
 
    ‘I’ve been coming out here for a little while these past two mornings. I’d never seen the land from this high up before. After a while I spotted something. Do you see them?’ 
 
    My wives surveyed the skyline. It was Ariadne and Lara with their superior sight who spotted them first. 
 
    ‘There are peaks,’ Lara said. ‘More than a few…’ 
 
    ‘Well of course there are,’ Elera said aloofly, looking to the north. ‘They’re right there.’ 
 
    ‘Not the mountains,’ Lara rolled her eyes. ‘Among the trees in the distance to the west.’ 
 
    ‘I can just about make them out,’ Santana squinted. 
 
    ‘Try this,’ I said, pulling up my inventory and dragging a telescope from its slot, which appeared from thin air and dropped into my hand. 
 
    ‘Where did you find this?’ Santana smiled, taking it from me. 
 
    ‘Just one of Garrison’s many leftovers,’ I replied. 
 
    My red-headed wife peeked through the scope and examined the tree line. 
 
    ‘Incredible,’ she finally uttered. ‘Those are not just hills, no? Some look to be made of stone and brick. Those are towers.’ 
 
    ‘Sure looks that way,’ I nodded with a smile. 
 
    ‘What are you planning?’ Talia asked suspiciously. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Whenever you smile like that you’ve always got some kind of plan up your sleeve.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I shrugged. 
 
    ‘Our husband always has a plan on his mind,’ Ariadne grinned, kissing me on the cheek. 
 
    ‘No comment,’ I persisted. 
 
    ‘What about behind us?’ Talia commented. ‘Have you checked whether there are any more of these towers to the east?’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately for me there’s a building in the way.’ 
 
    ‘Not for me.’ 
 
    Talia snatched the telescope out of Santana’s hand. 
 
    ‘Hey!’ 
 
    Talia was already gone, climbing deftly up to the roof of the house along ledges and jutting panels until she reached her destination. 
 
    ‘There are more this way,’ she commented, peering through the telescope, ‘and… That’s strange.’ 
 
    ‘What is?’ 
 
    ‘The forest is dense to the east, but it appears that there is a large clearing that way.’ 
 
    ‘How far?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps a mile?’ 
 
    ‘A clearing among dense forest,’ Ariadne spoke with a serious tone. ‘It could be another tribal land.’ 
 
    ‘This close to Garrison’s?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I agree, it is strange. Perhaps we should investigate it?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. Right now, though, we need to get back to the new land quickly. And make sure you’ve got everything you need. We won’t be coming back here.’ 
 
    My wives managed to hide their chagrin at the thought of permanently saying goodbye to the unfinished manor house, but our departure from this kind of life would only be temporary in my mind. 
 
    In my imagination, I had plans that would make Garrison’s achievements look like toys in a sandbox. 
 
    Hell, I had already moved past that point. Not only did I have my own tribal lands, but now I had his too. 
 
    After getting dressed, we exited the manor house that had been our vacation home atop the hill for several days and paused for a moment, looking at the unfinished building built into the hillside. 
 
    ‘Remind me again why have to say goodbye to this wonderous place,’ Elera said, wrapping her blue arms over my chest from behind and resting her chin on my shoulder. 
 
    ‘I don’t want to leave any trace that Garrison was ever even here,’ I replied. ‘He pillaged, destroyed and murdered. He doesn’t deserve to be remembered. It’s his victims that deserve that honor, and honor them we will.’ 
 
    I brought up my inventory and tapped the outer wall of the building. 
 
    Deconstruct custom build? 
 
    Yes/No 
 
    I took one last look at the majestic structure before tapping the Yes option. 
 
    The entire hillside shook with a resounding rumble. Anybody within a hundred yards would think that there was an earthquake. 
 
    The rumbling grew louder and louder until- 
 
    Ping. 
 
    The mansion receded into itself so quickly that to blink would mean thinking it had vanished. 
 
    We shielded our eyes against the settling dust, and once the air finally cleared I saw the composite parts of the structure lying in the huge, empty hollow before us. 
 
    Gigantic stacks of wood and iron were neatly placed and arranged, the raw materials that had been used to compose this monument to tyranny. 
 
     ‘I would shed a tear at the loss of such a wondrous place,’ Talia said, ‘if it were not for the sheer satisfaction of saying a resounding fuck you to Garrison, that is.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ I smiled. ‘We’ll come back some time later with some carts for these raw materials, and to check out what lies to the east. In the meantime we’ve got to see off our companions.’ 
 
    We made the descent along the steep hillside, managing not to get our feet too covered in mud along the way. Ten minutes later we emerged onto the new land. 
 
    The bodies of our enemies had long been ditched into the forest, buried deep and away from our new territory. 
 
    What remained now was freedom and peace; the freed slaves had set up temporary homes and fires to protect against the remnants of the cold that had lingered over the past few days. 
 
    The peoples had settled – all except the sun-elves, who had just finished gearing up for their departure. 
 
    My beautiful wives, ever-loyal, dispersed amongst the people to make acquaintances and gather information.  
 
    I met with Alorion and crossed to meet up with Mariana. 
 
    With another threat removed from this region of Agraria, and with the warmth beginning to return, she and her army, which numbered almost a hundred in strength, had ditched their heavy armor.  
 
    Instead they now wore slim-fitting, light garments of silk and leather, imbued with the tribal colors of red and gold. 
 
    Mariana was saddling up her elkin steed when she heard my footsteps and turned to greet me. Her place as a tribe master warranted a certain level of decorum and respect that she represented in her clothing, but with the approaching warmth she had decided on something totally different. 
 
    Now she was wearing a red leather wrapping that covered only her shoulders and perky breasts, ceasing at her stomach where it exposed her toned navel and slender, bare arms, her golden skin shimmering in the early morning light. 
 
    A pteruge of the same colors lined her waist, doing little to cover the lacy underwear beneath. Her long, slender legs moved hypnotically as she took a few steps towards me, her perfect teeth smiling warmly as she shook her head in slow motion to wave her silky hair from her beautiful face. 
 
    I spent my nights in the company of five of the most beautiful women I had ever seen, but when a woman akin to a supermodel was walking towards me like that, with an outfit like that, with as much power as she possessed? 
 
    Damn right I squared up my shoulders. 
 
    Just like everything else she pulled, this was a power game – a temptation. 
 
    It lasted for only a few seconds, enough for me to drink in the sight of her divine body, before she pulled the cape that had been hanging over her back around herself, sliding her arms into unseen sleeves and covering her form up. 
 
    ‘Alorion tells me you’re leaving,’ I started. 
 
    ‘We are,’ she smiled. ‘This conquest is over, and we are well-rested. My people need me back at my land.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Our people need their leaders.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed they do.’ 
 
    But which leader? 
 
    The unspoken question hung between the two of us. 
 
    ‘Needless to say our bonds remain stronger than ever,’ she continued. ‘I hope that you do not mind, but we have helped ourselves to some of the spoils of this battle, namely the contents of our the dark-elf homes and the inventories from their remains. We also found a small storage outpost in the forest that appears to belong to Garrison which we have claimed. Just a collection of raw materials and such. I hope that isn’t too bold of me.’ 
 
    ‘… No, not at all. I wouldn’t have been able to fight this battle without you. You deserve a share in the rewards.’ 
 
    I made three statements to her, and each one of them had a varying degree of truth. 
 
    Was it too bold of her? Probably, yes. 
 
    Would I have been able to win the fight without her? No, probably not. 
 
    Did she deserve a share in the rewards? Yes, but I would have preferred to discuss it with her beforehand. 
 
    But she was a master at manipulation and reading people, and I wasn’t going to let my face show the slightest hint that I thought any different to the words that were coming out of my mouth. 
 
    ‘I have, of course, left the home of our enemy to you,’ she continued. ‘No doubt there are much… Greater things of value there.’ 
 
    Shit… Does she know about the pegasi? 
 
    ‘There seem to be. I’m going to investigate shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Spoils for the hero of the battle,’ she smiled. ‘We shall speak again soon, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘That we will, Mariana.’ 
 
    On that final word she returned to her steed and mounted it. 
 
    Observing her action, the eighty-strong regiment of sun-elves under her command all did the same. 
 
    ‘Morelia-taus!’ She called out. 
 
    Her well-regimented warriors moved into formation, and moments later they were marching out towards the path that led to their land, taking a procession of carts filled with their plunder. 
 
    She had departed none the wiser that I had been keeping the true riches of the land hidden from her. 
 
    Or had she? 
 
    ‘Could she have sounded more patronizing?’ I said to Alorion. ‘Spoils for the hero of the battle. Jeez.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think she knew about the…?’ Alorion said as we watched her go. 
 
    ‘I don’t think so… Why, you don’t, do you?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, of course not, but it pays to be paranoid.’ 
 
    ‘Damn right there, man. Still, I can’t believe she thought she could just take a portion of the wealth here without discussing it with us first.’ 
 
    ‘It is of little importance, Master Jack. We are in possession of the king’s share.’ 
 
    ‘True. But before we go check it out, let’s go meet our new friends.’  
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    One thing I had learned even before arriving in Agraria was that leaders weren’t born, but made. They were a product of their environment. 
 
    When chaos or the breakdown of order arose, one figure must always emerge out of the grey to guide the people to their fate. 
 
    What kind of leader is anybody’s damned guess. Sometimes they’re benevolent, intent on furthering the needs and desires of their people to a greater level. 
 
    Sometimes they’re tyrannical assholes who have no interest aside from shooting and stabbing their way to the top to maintain an iron rule. 
 
    And some are just useless middlemen who wind up in the position by total accident. 
 
    I had encountered plenty in my life thus far, both on Earth and in Agraria. I was the leader of the Orakin tribe and its many parts, but as my power and wealth grew, so too did the number of people under my watch. 
 
    With the addition of the freed slaves, my people were now well into the triple-digits. 
 
    Forward was the battle-cry, and now that I controlled several lands, I needed generals to manage the running of my different lands. 
 
    One man couldn’t run it all. 
 
    I now possessed formal control of three tribal lands and one additional – the original land where my home and closest advisors resided, the land of the warriors, Garrison’s land, and the Rourke Homestead, where Jeremiah and Lola cared for our livestock. 
 
    Now that my dealings were out of the prying eyes of Mariana, I could take steps to move things even further. 
 
    I moved among the freed slaves with Alorion at my side to meet with a man of great importance who I had not yet traded a proper word with. 
 
    The dwarves had already composed rudimentary houses upon the land, and that was without access to the building system. 
 
    They had practically formed a small community, where they were doing a pretty good job of, well, living. 
 
    They had temporary homes formed by woven sticks and rope, wooden poles, and behind tent curtains there was even basic furniture. 
 
    The unmistakable scent of grilled wild boar hung in the air, the edges burned black as the dwarven people dug their teeth hungrily into strips of cooked meat. 
 
    The very first dwarf that I had met, the one that had begun all of this, emerged from the camp to greet me.               
 
    ‘How, Onilsia…’ I stuttered in disbelief, ‘How did you do all of this?’ 
 
    ‘We work effectively and quickly,’ Onilsia replied simply. ‘We do not seek fanciful things that take on the appearance of being useful, only those that are useful.’ 
 
    ‘I thought the dwarves prided themselves on scouring the earth for gems and precious stones?’ 
 
    ‘It is of great interest to us, but we do not pride ourselves on it. The stones buried across Agraria are a worthy prize, but we pride ourselves on the method of their acquisition, not the gems themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Love the process and not the end result,’ I smiled. ‘I can appreciate that. And the wild boar?’ 
 
    ‘Easy enough to catch in the wilds. We caught a sow out in the forest yesterday. More than enough meat to feed us all. Although a little salt wouldn’t have gone amiss…’  
 
    ‘You didn’t have to do all this,’ I said. ‘You should have come and found me. I’d have given you building rights so you wouldn’t have to do all of this. And there’s plenty of salt in the food storage.’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ Onilsia chuckled in her deep Scottish accent, ‘did you really think we wished to step on the toes of the one who saved our tribe? This is your land, and we are a hardy people capable of taking care of ourselves. Our master would not let such a thing happen.’ 
 
    ‘That’s actually the reason that I’ve come to see you.’ 
 
    ‘Master Thirbali? I know that he wishes to speak with you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, I’ve had some scary conversations in my life, but for some reason sitting down with a dwarven warlord for power discussions ranks pretty high on that list.’ 
 
    ‘Do not be absurd, Jack. Master Thirbali is not a warlord… He is just mindful of the ways of war.’ 
 
    ‘Even though your tribe was overrun just a few days ago?’ 
 
    Onilsia shot me a look. 
 
    ‘I would advise you do not disturb his ego, laddie. You are of the same kind.’ 
 
    ‘What, men?’ 
 
    ‘No, tribe masters.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. So where is he?’ 
 
    ‘Right here.’ 
 
    Onilsia brought me into the fold of the dwarves. They numbered around 50 in total, and as I moved through their small community each and every one turned to face me. They followed silently, hobbling to crowd around me from a distance. 
 
    If they had decided to start seeing me as an enemy, I was screwed. 
 
    Even with moonstalker at my side. 
 
    There were just too many of them. I might have possessed an ethereal power in my grasp, but I could only take down so many before they mobbed me completely. 
 
    I kept my hands clenched and fixed at my side. It would be easy to reach instinctively for the handle of my sword, but that could easily be interpreted as an act of aggression. 
 
    We reached the center of the community, where a dozen dwarves sat around a small campfire, eating, drinking, talking and laughing. 
 
    A wave of silence fell across the dwarves as they caught wind of my presence. I could practically hear the low morning breeze rushing through the recovering grass of the land. 
 
    They stared at me for some time, before all turned away. 
 
    At first I thought it was some kind of weird shaming ritual, as if they didn’t want to acknowledge me, but as I followed their collective gaze, I found them all looking to a single man. 
 
    The moment I set eyes on the dwarf in question, I knew I was looking at their leader. 
 
    He was a stocky man clad in leather pants, strong weathered boots and a thick overshirt with undone slacks hanging by his side. 
 
    His face was gnarled and gruff, weathered by decades of this world and likely more than a few fights. His head was completely bald, nothing masking the large scar that ran over its peak as if somebody had once tried to scalp him but had been halted in the process. It resided over a pair of dark, narrow eyes, a large and crooked nose, and a long, knotted beard that fell well below his chest. 
 
    It was the face of a lived life – not well-lived or full. Just lived, and lived hard. 
 
    The tribe master. 
 
    Thirbali raised a huge husk of boar meat to his mouth and tore off a strip with his yellowed teeth, staring me in the eyes as he devoured it. At first glance I thought he was using some kind of complex utensil to grasp the bone that the meat hung from. 
 
    Only as he lowered it and it came into view did I realize that the complex mechanical working was his hand, beginning at the end of his wrist. 
 
    Thirbali rose steadily from his seat and crossed to me. Despite standing a full two feet in height below myself, he gave off an intimidation that couldn’t be denied. 
 
    The tribe master ripped the final shreds of meat from the bone, cartilage and all, and threw the remains into the fire. 
 
    He wiped both his mechanical hand and his normal one against his shirt, sizing me up from below with every second that passed. 
 
    Silence reigned, until he spoke in a gravelly, Scottish accent: 
 
    ‘To the tribe master who freed my people, and commanded power which I have often dreamt the likes of, I have no words – only a gesture.’ 
 
    Thirbali lowered his head and sank to one knee before me, bowing. 
 
    The rest of the dwarves, even Onilsia, all did the same. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    ‘That’s, uhh…’ I said slowly, ‘that’s really not necessary.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but it is,’ Thirbali said, rising while his tribe followed his lead, ‘for were it not for your brave actions, none of us would be here to enjoy this fine morning, and this even finer grilled boar.’ 
 
    I frowned at the bizarre statement. 
 
    Thirbali’s face held with serious steadiness before he bust out in a fit of laughter. 
 
    The rest of his tribe followed suit. 
 
    I could have easily seen this situation as the tribe master keeping a legion of yes-men in his midst. 
 
    If the boss laughs, I laugh. 
 
    But that wasn’t it. 
 
    They simply knew who their master was, and after what they had been through, a leader was what anybody would be seeking out. 
 
    They were a hardy group of ball-busters, and I respected that. 
 
    ‘I jest, I jest, laddie,’ Thirbali finally said. ‘Come, let us talk.’ 
 
    Thirbali led Alorion and I through the encampment until we entered a small tent. A simple setup resided within; a bedspread, a few lanterns and a table scattered with blades and tools. 
 
    One of the chairs was occupied; an imp sat in it, examining a small pickaxe. 
 
    He pulled a double-take as Alorion entered. 
 
    Alorion similarly tensed up, staying in tow but remaining alert. 
 
    Of all the other imps we had met so far, they had all been female. 
 
    This one was male. 
 
    It was like two dogs registering each other’s’ presence for the first time. 
 
    ‘Samiel, this is Master Jack of the Orakin tribe, and… I’m sorry, imp, I didn’t catch your name.’ 
 
    ‘Alorion,’ my companion answered quickly. 
 
    ‘Alorion, indeed. Please, make yourselves comfortable. I can have some boar brought if you two are hungry.’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ I replied. ‘But thanks for the offer. How are you?’ 
 
    ‘Well. Better than well. I have my freedom, and more importantly, so do my people. I can’t say that I am happy to have had it saved by sun-elves, but still…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t like the sun-elves? Why not? Have you had an argument with them?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing like that. We remained well clear of them, and they of us. But dwarves and elves… We have never been great fans of each other. Our ways of life have always been different. We have rarely ever dealt with them, or they with us, even when it was opportune.’ 
 
    ‘When you say we, do you mean your tribe, or…?’ 
 
    ‘Every dwarven tribe, and every elf tribe. But my people are safe and that is the important thing.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed it is.’ 
 
    Thirbali smiled back. ‘We have gone many years without a successful attack upon our land, and when this one occurred… Well, as a master yourself, you will know the terror that it brings to your heart. There’s nothing quite like it, is there?’ 
 
    ‘There certainly isn’t. I myself have suffered an attack recently.’ 
 
    ‘Upon your land or beyond it?’ 
 
    ‘Both,’ I nodded. ‘But mainly outside.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh,’ he grinned toothily, running his mechanical hand through his beard, ‘the trials of a man much younger in years. I used to be just like you, running around and getting up to all sorts of mischief. When my predecessor passed I still did, even as master, but in these older years I now reckon that I must take a step back from the wilds.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by that hand of yours you’ve gotten into enough mischief for the both of us.’ 
 
    Saying that kind of thing to any other man would have been like digging a salted blade into an open wound, but I knew the kind of man Thirbali was – the kind of humor so barrel-deep that it was scraping through to the wood. 
 
    So when his somber, fallen expression changed slowly to a wide smile, it was no surprise. 
 
    ‘Brilliant!’ He howled with a booming laugh, patting Samiel on the back and almost knocking him from his chair. ‘I like you, Master Jack. I’m afraid I must disappoint you, though. This affliction of mine is anything but a war wound. Rather, it is that old mistress mischief that brought it upon me.’ 
 
    ‘Screwing around did that to you? How? If you don’t mine me asking, that is.’ 
 
    ‘It should be no mystery to you, Master Jack. After all, you have reckoned with the same blade yourself.’ 
 
    I frowned in confusion. 
 
    What the hell is he talking about? 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    ‘The commitment trap… The one that held Thirbali’s first riddle upon your land. You… Tried to access it?’ 
 
    Thirbali smiled wisely and raised his mechanical hand. It was an incredibly complex construction for this world, one that I had not before seen the likes of. The fingers clunked back and forth at his command, the metal palm releasing the occasional whisp of steam. 
 
    ‘I was only a lad at the time. Me and my chums were always getting up to bother upon our land. Took us long enough to thieve what we needed to access that contraption… Little did I know what awaited me. I don’t remember the pain too well, probably because I blacked out for a few days.’ 
 
    I drew a deep breath. 
 
    ‘So… The commitment trap doesn’t actually work anymore?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ He asked gruffly, glancing away from his hand. 
 
    ‘Well, if that thing took your hand off, surely you wouldn’t want anybody else to go through the same thing? I would’ve thought that you would have switched it out for something a little less… I don’t know, awful?’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary, lad, when I became tribe master I had our most trusted blacksmiths ensure that it was kept in proper shape. If there was one thing I learned, it was that after I lost my hand I had no interest in going near that thing ever again. I was like a pet, taught by its master not to bite. What better deterrent to remind the rest of my tribe every day than this?’ 
 
    Master Thirbali flexed his mechanical hand expertly before him, the fingers making minute movements. He reached into the breast pocket of his mud-stained shirt and produced a pipe, which he lit and began to smoke.  
 
    I tensed my hand into a fist as I watched the smoke dance in the air. 
 
    I really could have lost this hand. 
 
    ‘All that said,’ he continued, ‘those times have now passed. Now we enter a new arena, as they say.’ 
 
    He nodded to the scabbard attached at my waist, where moonstalker was sheathed. 
 
    I brought my left hand to the handle, gripping it firmly. 
 
    ‘Indeed we do,’ I replied stoically. ‘Onilsia tells me that your people gave up searching for it long ago after losing so many to the quest.’ 
 
    ‘That, and I am a believer in the stories passed down among the masters of our tribe.’ 
 
    ‘Which are?’ 
 
    ‘That that is a weapon too powerful for most men to wield.’ Thirbali took a long pause, then said: ‘Most. But not all. Giving up the knowledge of its location is a crime worthy of considerable punishment amongst our kind, and I say that as a leader of free people. 
 
    ‘But Onilsia is one of my closest advisors, and were it not for her divulging the start of the path that led to its location, I and my people would likely still be cramped among those cages, or much, much worse. She is a wise woman.’ 
 
    ‘That she is,’ I agreed. ‘But now that I have this weapon at my side, I have to ask: you’re not going to ask me to give you it back, are you?’ 
 
    Mariana wasn’t the only leader adept at power games; all masters that maintained their positions had to be, or their people would quickly lose faith. 
 
    Thirbali was no different. He stared into my eyes ambiguously, before his line of sight drifted over my body and down to the blade at my waist. 
 
    ‘Were you a thief, I would have already taken your head. But you are not, Master Jack. You are quite the opposite; a hero, not just by nature but to my people. My kind were weakened. You could have easily cast us into the forest or used us as shields the same way that Garrison intended to. But you didn’t. And for that…’ 
 
    Thirbali stood and offered a hand to shake. 
 
    I joined him in standing. 
 
    ‘I and my kin are indebted to you.’ 
 
    We shook hands. The warm, well-oiled iron of Thirbali’s mechanical hand clasped mine, and we nodded to each other. 
 
    I knew what this meant, even though a prompt window didn’t appear before me in the interface. 
 
    ‘My people and I will shortly be returning to our tribal land,’ Thirbali said. ‘We intend to rebuild. I trust you will not be far behind?’ 
 
    ‘We’re setting out tonight at sundown. There are riches that we need to move, and it’s better that we do so under cover of darkness. I’ll bring plenty of supplies to help you out.’ 
 
    ‘That is kind of you. During your passing I shall grant you control.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that. We stand for three things – peace, strength and wealth. Any who stand in the way of that will be met with a blade.’ 
 
    ‘A man after my own heart.’ 
 
    Thirbali looked at my seriously, then broke into a booming laugh, coughing up pipe smoke hysterically and batting his hand at me. 
 
    Samiel looked like he couldn’t believe what he was hearing; his own master had just vowed to give up control over their land. 
 
    Alorion could only sit by my side, quelling the righteously smug look that was fighting for dominance over his face. 
 
    ‘There’s just one more thing,’ I said, pulling Kalgunri’s journal from my pocket. ‘The blacksmith who mined the agrarium left this behind. If there is a translator among your people who could help with the old dwarven hand, I would be grateful.’ 
 
    ‘I think I have somebody who may be able to help. I shall introduce you when you stop by my land.’ 
 
    I bade good bye to Thirbali while Alorion gave a courteous bow so low that his forehead almost touched the floor, and with that we left the tent. 
 
    ‘That was way easier than I thought it would be,’ I said the moment we were out of earshot. 
 
    ‘I must agree, Master Jack. They seem good people.’ 
 
    ‘Apart from Samiel, you mean?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Oh, he will have to be a good person.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Female imps of other tribes choose their suitors – like myself and mine, for example, upon the warrior’s land. But the male imps of absorbed tribes must submit themselves to the orders of the chief male imp. Can you guess who that is?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to go ahead and say… You?’ 
 
    ‘You would be correct, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Oh god,’ I laughed, ‘please don’t go ordering him around. Even if the dwarves are being absorbed into our tribe, I still need to maintain relations with them. People are only loyal to you if you treat them right. I don’t need a Bastille on my hands…’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘A revolution.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, of course. Well, I wasn’t thinking of causing him strife. Just… Putting him in his place, that is all.’ 
 
    ‘Wo-o-ow,’ I smiled, ‘this is interesting. Telling people what to do, taking many women as your partners… You once called me the alpha male, but I think it might be you who’s contending for that top spot now. You’re practically a koala.’ 
 
    ‘What is koala?’ 
 
    ‘They’re animals back on my old planet, Earth. They operate on an alpha male mating system. They also happen to eat their own poop, but…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods,’ Alorion frowned with disgust. ‘How could you possibly make such a comparison? I shall have you know that I am a learned imp, who-’ 
 
    ‘Drinks like a fish and gets around the ladies like a bad cold?’ 
 
    Alorion frowned at me, moved to speak, then- 
 
    ‘No, no,’ he said, calming himself down. ‘I shall be the better being and not respond in anger.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely a better man than me,’ I grinned. ‘Now, let’s go check out our rewards.’ 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    ‘Boy, am I glad to see you two.’ 
 
    The managers of our livestock supplies now appeared to be a firm couple; Lola, one of the fox-people from Ariadne’s old tribe, was a natural at caring for animals, so it only made sense that she work with Jeremiah at the Rourke Homestead to care for our meat and milk supplies. 
 
    I just never would have guessed that a lost woman on an expedition in a hellhole like the Black Patch would not only bring a straight-laced veteran of Agraria out of his shell, but end up being his freaking life partner. 
 
    ‘Good to see you, Master Jack,’ Jeremiah said, shaking my hand. ‘My, it appears you have been busy.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know the half of it,’ I smiled. ‘Safe journey, I hope?’ 
 
    ‘With those warriors of yours escorting us? Beyond safe. I was only slightly concerned when the new citizens on the border of this land started pointing their weapons at us upon arrival.’ 
 
    ‘They’re just a little jumpy,’ I consoled, acknowledging the freed slaves that were temporarily monitoring the new land’s border. ‘Wouldn’t we all be if we’d been trapped in cages for as long as they have?’ 
 
    ‘Undoubtedly, and they were very apologetic upon realizing that we were, uhh… Guests of their master, as they put it.’ 
 
    ‘Is that how they put it?’ I smiled. ‘Well, if it did the job.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. So what is this job that you brought us here for?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Lara chimed in, ‘come to think of it, husband, you haven’t told us about the spoils you found yet. Is there a legion of wild boars down there or something?’ 
 
    I was surrounded by some of my closest allies – my wives, Alorion, Jeremiah and Lola. 
 
    Here I could speak freely, but I still looked over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘Here’s the situation,’ I started. ‘Alorion and I found something.’ 
 
    ‘Something valuable?’ Elera asked. ‘Gold? Jewels?’ 
 
    ‘All of that and more,’ I said. Her eyes lit up and Talia grinned excitedly nearby. ‘But there’s something else too. Quite frankly I just wanted to relax for a few days after almost dying for the 53rd time, which is why I didn’t mention it. Now the sun-elves are gone and our animal experts are here, we can check it out.’ 
 
    I nodded to Alorion, who scampered over to one of the nearby totems. 
 
    ‘I thought only the tribe master could use the totems,’ Ariadne said in confusion, her furred ears twitching atop her head. 
 
    ‘They can,’ Alorion smiled. ‘But this is not a totem.’ 
 
    Alorion revealed the handle atop the fake totem and gave it a firm pull. 
 
    The whirring of mechanisms and cogs sounded beneath us as the ground vibrated lightly. Right before us, the entrance to Garrison’s hidden chambers appeared. 
 
    ‘Incredible,’ Lola muttered. ‘What resides down there?’ 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said, lighting a torch and leading my group down into the dark. 
 
    I lit the torches outside of each open doorway. Courtesy of moonstalker, the doors were now reduced to piles of broken chippings. 
 
    ‘They’re in there,’ I said quietly, nodding to a pair of open doors on the right side of the stone corridor where sounds of movement were emerging from. 
 
    My team each lit a torch of their own and approached slowly, crowding around the doors. 
 
    ‘By the gods…’ Jeremiah whispered, his mouth falling open. ‘That’s… Those are…’ 
 
    Lola and my wives all stared in bewitched, shocked silence. 
 
    I could practically hear the collective goosebumps giving way to raised, bristling hairs among my companions. 
 
    ‘Those are pegasi…’ Santana said in shock, pulling herself close to me. 
 
    ‘How…’ Lara muttered. ‘When…?’ 
 
    Considering my purple-haired huntress was never lost for words, I knew just how rare these creatures were. 
 
    ‘We found them down here just after the battle,’ I said. ‘We figured they’d been down there a while, but when Alorion told me how rare they were, I knew I couldn’t just bring them out. We didn’t know who might want them, especially considering there’s a male and a female. Two rare beings is one thing, but having the ability to create a fleet of rare beings is another entirely. 
 
    ‘Because they’ve been down here a while, I wanted them to get some air, but that gave way to two problems; potential thievery, and the fact that, well… They’re freaking huge, and I didn’t want to get kicked in the face considering how pissed off they seem.’ 
 
    ‘You did the right thing, husband,’ Lara assured me. ‘Anyone who hasn’t been living under a rock for the past twenty years would likely kill to acquire these creatures. I have never seen one, not even in the wild. They are notoriously difficult to even get close to.’ 
 
    ‘Sure explains why they’re so mad right now… Aside from being cooped up down here for god knows how long.’ I turned to Jeremiah and Lola. ‘I know neither of you have probably ever dealt with anything like this, but you know more than anybody else in my tribe about animals. Any idea on how we get these two back to the land?’ 
 
    ‘The common knowledge tells that they feast on fruits and vegetables,’ Lola said, ‘but out of the two they much prefer fruit.’ 
 
    ‘Guess it wasn’t a bad idea to keep such heavy crop stores,’ I replied. ‘Hopefully tomatoes count as fruit for the time being, even though they’re not the sweetest. I’m guessing if we feed them, we can get them to calm down a little.’ 
 
    ‘And, you know,’ Elera shrugged, ‘if they are consumers of vegetation at least they won’t eat us. That is a plus, no?’ 
 
    Ariadne and Talia frowned over at her. 
 
    ‘What?’ She replied innocently. 
 
    ‘That is a small portion of the battle,’ Jeremiah answered. ‘Feeding is one matter – gaining their trust and their loyalty is another entirely. Garrison must have found a way to get them down here in the first place, though.’ 
 
    ‘It wouldn’t surprise me if he used a few of his soldiers as collateral damage to get them down here… I wonder how many people these things have kicked in the face in their time.’ 
 
    ‘It is the wings we must worry about,’ Lola said. ‘They carry considerable weight. Their force alone could knock you into the ground… Or crush you, depending on how strong the ground was.’ 
 
    ‘Queensroot,’ Jeremiah muttered quietly to himself. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It is an uncommon root that can be found in the wilds,’ Jeremiah continued. ‘Distinct because of its green stem and red leaves. Properly brewed, its scent can produce a sedative effect upon wild creatures. Granted, it is temporary, as once its effects have subsided the creature will once again become wild.’ 
 
    ‘But it would at least give us the opportunity to cage them for the journey back to our main tribal land,’ I said. ‘Garrison saw his guards as assets, and now that I think about it, I don’t think he’d sacrifice them to get the pegasi down here. He probably has some of this queensroot in his stores. We get it, we brew it, and we can get the pegasi back to the land.’ 
 
    ‘Not to draw attention from these marvelous beings,’ Elera interrupted, ‘but… is that the gold you spoke of before?’ 
 
    I looked to the first door and caught sight of the glimmering riches shimmering in the torchlight upon the opposite wall. 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I smiled. ‘Go take a look.’ 
 
    An offer to my beautiful blue-skinned nymph-wife became an offer to all of my women. They quickly dispersed among the rooms, gasping in delight at the riches that they contained. 
 
    Elera and my catgirl Talia were in hysterics of joy within moments, lifting armfuls of gold and jewels from the first room as the tens of thousands of pieces clinked and cascaded in avalanches of wealth at their touches. 
 
    Elera’s interests could be surmised in two equal words; water and wealth. The first sustained her, and while the second could have been construed as greed, it wasn’t; she had tricked enough drunken sailors in her time to know what wealth meant to the wrong men, and if it was in our hands, it was better than it being in their hands. 
 
    Santana stepped into the second room like a woman entering a new world for the first time. 
 
    The walls were lined with volumes of books, their thick spines and fragile pages embossed with shades of red and brown and gold, all kept away from the dangers of the world outside. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ She whispered to herself. ‘Some of these are from before the war…’ She traced her slender, gentle fingers along the spines and turned to me with elated eyes. ‘Do you know how much some of these would be worth to a collector?’ 
 
    It was a rhetorical question. Her knowledgeable mind knew exactly how much they were worth. 
 
    ‘If we needed the gold then that might be something that I would consider,’ I smiled. ‘But we don’t. They’re yours. Just use them for the good of our people.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Jack…’ Santana rushed to me with teary eyes and wrapped her arms around me, resting her head against my chest and pulling me to her slim, wonderous body. ‘You are the finest man I have ever known.’ 
 
    ‘Just getting started,’ I winked at her. She smiled and pressed her lips to mine in a gentle kiss. 
 
    Despite the violence of this world, her heavenly touch had the ability to work its way to a part of my heart that the fighting would never reach. 
 
    The fourth room contained an abundance of valuable items that fell outside of the realm of gold coins; trinkets, jewels and ornaments of all kinds, each being examined by Lara and Ariadne. 
 
    ‘He must have plundered these from so many tribes,’ Ariadne said, rummaging through the valuables. 
 
    ‘Then it’s a good thing we stumbled on it first,’ Lara opined smoothly, spinning on her heel to face me. ‘We know how to spend it better. How do I look?’ 
 
    A large, flawless purple gemstone hung from a gilded chain around her neck, resting firmly between her large breasts. 
 
    ‘Pretty damn good,’ I nodded. ‘I didn’t think that would be your style.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not,’ she admitted, taking off the necklace and admiring it, ‘but it’s like somebody else’s food; it tastes so much better when you steal it off their plate.’ 
 
    She smiled devilishly at me and returned to her try-on haul, while I headed back outside to the steps of the chamber. 
 
    I looked about all the rooms in turn before settling on the last, directly to my right. Inside was the platform, and all around it the ashes that remained of a stone tablet. 
 
    It was all that was left of the final part of the prophecy, the part that only Alorion and I knew about – it had depicted me holding moonstalker, stood upon this very land, speaking to my free people alongside my closest companions. 
 
    Now it was just a pile of dust, sitting down here in the dark. 
 
    What the Oracle had predicted didn’t matter any longer. 
 
    I was going to make my own destiny in this world. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Back on the surface of the land I ordered some of the warriors to bring two horse-drawn carts around to the entrance of the chamber, ready to take our spoils back to my main land. 
 
    While my wives began to shift the exorbitant wealth from the hidden chamber into the carts – a task they were more than happy to indulge in – I joined Alorion at the entrance to Garrison’s treehouse home. 
 
    The place was in more of a state of disarray than when I had first arrived, namely thanks to the casual-demon-possessing that Garrison had partaken in, resulting in the entrance being completely smashed to pieces. 
 
    Things inside were exactly as we had left them, except for the cleaned blood where Garrison had fallen and the absence of the strange urn where the demon had emerged from, which was now hidden in my personal inventory. 
 
    I had no idea what to do with it. I had no desire to use the thing for personal gain after seeing how dangerous it was, but at the same time I couldn’t think of a safe place in which to get rid of it. 
 
    It was the very definition of a liability. 
 
    ‘There’s got to be some queensroot around here somewhere,’ Alorion said. ‘Am I to take it that this herb is our only focus?’ 
 
    ‘In the home of a guy known for hoarding wealth? Let’s just say we can bring around another cart if we need one.’ 
 
    ‘Take everything that isn’t nailed down,’ Alorion nodded with a smile. ‘Got it.’ 
 
    That was the idea. 
 
    While the bounties in Garrison’s personal home couldn’t match the sheer mass that was now being loaded into the carts by my wives outside, the nature of these valuables was of a different breed. 
 
    The trinkets here were more personalized, precious items that Garrison had clearly taken a more personal liking to, beyond the pale of simply hoarding gold and gems in piles. 
 
    As we traced inventories and drawers, we came across potions, specialized blades and other weapons, objects with strange enchantments and even rarer books than those hidden in the underground chamber. 
 
    A potion glowing green in a small vial possessed the name Harbinger’s Unsettlement, with the description ‘Consume. All wounds inflicted upon you will bear the same weight upon your attacker. Thirty seconds.’ 
 
    I shivered at the madcap logic of that one. 
 
    A fiery orange cloak with a bright yellow lining sat folded in an unlocked wooden box at the foot of one of the chests, with the name Voice of the Fire. No description. 
 
    A volume entitled Sightings of Rare Beasts in Agraria held illustrations and descriptions in a variety of languages of Legendary Creatures – including my old friend the mother wolf, which Santana had helped me take down months ago after I had just arrived in Agraria and established my tribe. 
 
    I smiled at the thought. That seemed like an age ago. 
 
    But now was no time to get nostalgic. Every second that I left the pegasi down there was another second for them to build up their bank of being pissed-off, and I didn’t want to give them any more excuses to kick me in the face. 
 
    Even more of these items presented themselves the deeper I delved, with seemingly no structure or method in their organization. 
 
    Not exactly a justified insult considering the absolutely chaotic nature of my own inventory. 
 
    After ten minutes of scanning descriptions and skimming inventory icons, I finally found what I was looking for. 
 
    The icon bore an image of a green stem with thick red leaves growing outwards. 
 
    Essence of Queensroot x4 
 
    ‘Gotcha,’ I muttered, dropping the herb from the storage inventory and into my hand, its appearance just as Jeremiah had said. ‘Keep sifting for anything valuable, Alorion, I’m just going to check this with Jeremiah and Lola.’ 
 
    ‘Will do,’ he replied, prying open a drawer and climbing inside to investigate. 
 
    I had to give it to him, he was thorough. If there was anything else that Garrison had been hiding, he would find it. 
 
    I hurried outside with the herb in hand. 
 
    ‘Jeremiah, I think this is what we’re looking for. You think it’ll be enough for both of them?’ 
 
    ‘Four units? That should be enough for-’ 
 
    WHOOSH. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    I jumped at the sound and spun around to find its source. My wives and the nearby warriors all went for their weapons, keeping their grips firmly on handles that were ready to be drawn at a moment’s notice. 
 
    ‘What the fuck was that?’ Lara asked urgently, glancing about. 
 
    I looked around sharply, eventually catching a sliver of movement out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    Protruding from the ground right by me, half-buried in the dirt, was an arrow. 
 
    It shuddered with fresh vibrations in the ground. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit-’ 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    Arrows were slamming into the ground all around us. 
 
    And- 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    ‘Ahh!!!’ 
 
    I turned immediately in the direction of the scream to see Lola hit the ground. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    ‘EVERYBODY TO COVER!!!’ 
 
    My voice didn’t just carry to my allies, but the newly freed members that now called this land home.  
 
    Everybody quickly ducked behind cover, moving to the safety of the tree trunk or the buildings nearby. 
 
    Lola moaned in pain, clutching her wound. The arrow had struck her in the shoulder and buried itself deep. 
 
    Jeremiah dropped to his knees, covering her body from any other projectiles that might come her way. 
 
    Arrows came down in a hail, landing in a seemingly random fashion all across the land. 
 
    Ariadne and I were the closest in proximity to Lola and Jeremiah. We rushed to them, it taking both of us to pry Jeremiah from his partner. 
 
    ‘We’ve got to get her to cover,’ I shouted. ‘Come on!’ 
 
    Finally seeing sense, he helped us lift her to the base of the huge tree trunk where the steps began. 
 
    Lola wailed out as the arrow shifted during the movements. 
 
    ‘You’re going to be okay,’ I said. ‘Alorion!’ 
 
    ‘Master Jack?!’ My companion shouted, leaning out of the collapsed front door. 
 
    ‘Lola’s hurt. We’ve got dressing, but we need alcohol to keep this wound clean. Check the stores.’ 
 
    Alorion rushed back inside. 
 
    My newly-acquired power suddenly felt useless. Up-close I could kill with a single swipe, but when our unseen assailants were hidden in the trees, attacking from one hell of a range, moonstalker was powerless. 
 
    Hammering footsteps sounded right behind me. 
 
    I spun, ready to draw my sword. 
 
    Tobias, the leader of the warriors, appeared, alongside one of his best. 
 
    ‘It’s coming from the rise among the trees to the east,’ he said. ‘We cannot tell where upon the hill, though. They could be anywhere up there.’ 
 
    The same direction as where the half-finished mansion had been. 
 
    ‘Think we can get into the forest and take them out?’ 
 
    ‘They have the high ground and the vantage points. Even if we reach the tree line they would still see us coming.’ 
 
    ‘So we can either draw them out or push them back. We don’t even know how many of these guys there are. How the hell do we this?’ 
 
    What resources do I have? 
 
    There was no sense in wasting arrows shooting back at them. Even a thousand might not find their way to the targets considering the size of the area from which they were firing, and the immense coverage they had. 
 
    A sudden volley of fresh arrows scattered the land like rain. 
 
    I had to shock our enemies hard and fast, just as they had done to us. 
 
    There was only one solution – a solution that I wasn’t exactly crazy about. 
 
    ‘Elera? Elera, where are you?’ 
 
    My nymph rushed across to me and dropped to a knee. 
 
    ‘How quickly can you conjure your frost magic?’ 
 
    ‘How quickly?’ She replied frantically. ‘Reasonably, I mean… I cannot say for definite.’ 
 
    ‘If we set fire to a section of the forest can you put it out?’ 
 
    ‘How big an area?’ 
 
    ‘The same as the ones from the battle a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘The Infernal Fire Explosives?’ She exclaimed. ‘Jack… I am not sure…’ 
 
    ‘I’m not asking you to put it all out, just the best that you can. There’s only going to be one explosion. As long as we keep it contained and don’t start a forest fire, we’ll be fine.’ 
 
    Elera searched around herself frantically, not looking to the space around her but the strength that she could find within. 
 
    ‘I can do it,’ she assured me. ‘I can.’ 
 
    Her bright blue eyes gazed into mine, and she nodded emphatically. 
 
    Alorion returned suddenly with a brave leap, landing messily by our sides with a half-full bottle of vodka in hand. 
 
    ‘Will this do?’ Alorion asked enthusiastically before seeing Lola’s wound. ‘Oh, gods…’ 
 
    ‘Better than nothing,’ I said, snatching it up from him and handing it to Jeremiah. ‘Have you got this under control?’ 
 
    Jeremiah took the bottle without a word and turned his attention to her immediately. 
 
    I didn’t need an answer – he was the closest thing we had to a medic, and he knew the state of the wound. 
 
    And all of his attention was focused on her. 
 
    There was nothing more I could do here. 
 
    I returned to Tobias as the arrows rained.  
 
    ‘I need a dozen good men with axes to bring down some trees.’ 
 
    ‘You wish to woodcut now, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to set the forest on fire.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    ‘It’s the only way we’re going to push them back. There’s no way we can find them in the trees from this distance. If we’re going to stop the fire from spreading I’ll need Elera’s frost magic and plenty of trees to come down so they don’t start a domino effect.’ 
 
    Tobias thought quickly and nodded in agreement. 
 
    Our plan quickly came into action. Tobias took off to gather axes and civilians, while several warriors joined me in moving the catapult that Mariana had left behind. 
 
    ‘Heave!’ 
 
    We each took a handle on the catapult and carried it in a joint farmer’s walk, lugging it past the tree and into a hidden spot behind a totem building. 
 
    WHOOSH. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ 
 
    I looked to the sky and saw another volley of arrows coming down. 
 
    Their tips were engulfed in flame. 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    A scream bellowed from where our new civilians had settled. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and quickly found the Infernal Fire Explosives in my inventory. I set one into the bucket of the catapult, checked the path, activated the explosive – and unleashed hell. 
 
    The explosive flew high, following a soaring path into the forest. 
 
    It disappeared beneath the treetops on the sloping hillside. 
 
    Quiet, then- 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Fire immediately engulfed the forest in a thirty-yard radius. Greens and browns turned to roaring orange flame. 
 
    The explosion was so powerful that whole trunks came down, wood splintering out far beyond the area of effect that the flames had taken. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ One of the warriors exclaimed. ‘That seems to have done the trick.’ 
 
    The arrows immediately ceased. 
 
    ‘MOVE IN!’ I yelled out. 
 
    The warriors moved first, hurrying quickly with their weapons past the tree line. They arced around the fire and rushed to meet our unknown enemies, while Elera took off towards the fire. 
 
    She slowed before it, raising her hands and calming herself. 
 
    I had seen her easily muster her frost magic before, but not like this. 
 
    A pulsating ball of energy jolted to life, floating between her hands. 
 
    This would usually be the time she would start firing, but this construct only became bigger and bigger, swelling from the size of a basketball to an exercise ball to a large boulder. 
 
    Elera’s hands drew further apart to make way for its size. A tremoring shake suddenly began in her hands, racing up her arms and into her body as she gasped for breath, until: 
 
    ‘AH!!!’ 
 
    The frost magic exploded from her hands, bursting forwards in a powerful channel like a water cannon. She commanded it expertly, putting out area after area of fire in quick succession. 
 
    I could only watch in awe. 
 
    The frost ball in her hands grew smaller and smaller until it withered and vanished, and the channel of magic ceased. 
 
    Elera panted for breath, dropping her hands to her knees and doubling over. 
 
    The fire was still raging in scattered sections, quickly regaining its strength. 
 
    ‘Get back to the land,’ I said. ‘The woodcutters can deal with it from here.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she insisted, forcing herself up. ‘I can do this. Just wait…’ 
 
    Through the fire, an echoing voice suddenly yelled. 
 
    ‘OGMOT!!!’ 
 
    The roaring call bellowed through the trees. 
 
    Just like my yells to my own people, this was also an order, and as the arrows ceased their firing I had a damn good idea about what it meant. 
 
    Retreat. 
 
    They were falling back. 
 
    Elera nodded to me assuredly, grabbing my collar and kissing me hard. 
 
    Her lips were icy cold. 
 
    ‘Go!’ She insisted. 
 
    I sprinted out of the woods to the land, quickly finding Talia. 
 
    ‘I need eyes,’ I said to her. ‘I think they’re falling back.’ 
 
    Talia nodded knowingly. She sprinted to the trunk without hesitation and leaped to its surface, quickly scrambled into the tree’s highest branches and searched for any sign of our assailants. 
 
    ‘Can you see them?’ I called up. 
 
    ‘They’ve reached the plateau where the mansion was located… I can just about make them out… They’re big. Bigger than us, at least.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Around a dozen. They’re taking off over the rise and into the forest to the east.’ 
 
    The east. 
 
    Talia reappeared a moment later, landing smoothly on her feet among us all. 
 
    ‘That clearing I spotted,’ she said. ‘I have a feeling that’s where they’re headed.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right,’ I nodded. ‘Looks like we’ve got neighbors.’ 
 
    I dispatched my wives to check on the state of the land, while I raced towards the fires. They had dimmed to embers, but the damage upon the area had been done. 
 
    Fractured trees hanging together by threads were waiting desperately to come crashing down and kill us all. 
 
    But my nymph was no longer stood at the edge of the area of destruction. 
 
    Elera stood among it all as the white heat rushed all around her. 
 
    She was no longer commanding her magic. She was just standing there. 
 
    ‘ELERA!!!’ 
 
    I made a move to sprint towards her. I made it three steps before a cracking trunk to my right suddenly splintered completely and came crashing down, slamming hard into the ground before me just a few feet away. 
 
    I can make it to her. I might get burned, but that’s a price I have to pay. 
 
    Just as I was about to race forward, Elera turned to face me. Her eyes were closed. 
 
    What is she doing? 
 
    Suddenly her eyes slammed open. 
 
    But they weren’t her eyes. 
 
    They were glowing blue, a shade eerily similar to moonstalker. 
 
    She raised a hand, beckoning me to stay where I was. Her chest heaved with deeper and deeper breaths. 
 
    Elera threw her arms out to her side as the greatest of gasps filled her lungs, and- 
 
    WHOOSH. 
 
    An explosion of energy left her body, racing outwards with the same intensity as the Infernal Fire Explosives. 
 
    It glittered white and blue, wiping out the surrounding fires in a sweeping blanket. 
 
    And it was headed straight for me. 
 
    I dropped sharply, taking cover behind the fallen tree trunk that had almost crushed me moments ago. 
 
    The wave of frost magic swept over the log and several yards beyond me. I was hidden, but my clothes and face were quickly met by a chill far too cold. 
 
    Panic took me, but the feeling subsided swiftly as the magic lapsed. 
 
    I brushed the frost from my clothes, face and hair, suddenly realizing how quiet the forest had fallen. 
 
    I pushed myself up to see several civilians arriving with their axes. They looked ready to help, but as their axes fell to their sides with docility, so too did their expressions fall with shock. 
 
    I turned to the center of the area of effect. 
 
    Elera stood exactly where she had been. Her clothes were covered in icy patches of blue and white frost. Within seconds they fell away from her, cracking like iron and dropping to the ground in hardened chunks, leaving her body completely naked. 
 
    Her skin had turned white, with remnants of her usual blue complexion nothing but cracked lines weaving their way across her body. 
 
    My nymph managed a withering smile at the edges of her mouth. 
 
    ‘Told you… I… Could do it…’ 
 
    Like a ragdoll she dropped to the ground, landing among the fruits of her work. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Our enemies had retreated, but we had paid a price. 
 
    Four of our new citizens who had fought bravely during the battle with Garrison and his dark-elves had been struck and killed by arrows during the attack by our unknown assailants. 
 
    Over one hundred lives were present upon this new land, and some tribe masters would probably say that losing so few was a success. 
 
    But for me, even one was too many. 
 
    In the aftermath of the brief but brutal attack, I had made to carry Elera back to the land to get her help. 
 
    Just picking her up, a fiery chill had taken hold of my skin. 
 
    It was like being struck by frostbite in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Gloves did nothing either, the cold simply breaking through the fabric. 
 
    I managed my fingers against the cusp of her wrist for a few seconds, no matter the pain. 
 
    She had a pulse. Breaths left her nose in icy cold whispers. 
 
    My new civilians brought a cart around, and we acted as the steeds in running her back down to the land. 
 
    One thought continued to race through my mind. 
 
    Please be okay. 
 
    I loved my wives more than anything in this world and I would give myself any day to keep them alive. 
 
    But that only worked in the face of battle. This was different. 
 
    We moved Elera and Lola to a the largest of the civilian houses, which acted as our infirmary for the injured. 
 
    Jeremiah practically had to force me out the door so that he could tend to her. 
 
    Now I was slumped on the grass outside of the house, my back pressed to the stone wall beneath the window as the rest of my wives waited around me. 
 
    ‘I don’t even know why I was surprised by this attack,’ I said. ‘I should have been ready for this. This much wealth in one place was a bounty unlike any we’ve known so far.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be angry at yourself, Jack,’ Ariadne said. ‘This was not your fault.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t help it. I should have been more careful.’ 
 
    ‘You were injured!’ Talia insisted, her tail swinging from side to side as she pressed her hands to my chest, her large green eyes reading mine. ‘You overthrew a tyrant, his entire tribe and a gigantic demon. You needed rest.’ 
 
    ‘But you caught sight of them earlier,’ I said. ‘The moment I found out about that I should have enhanced our defenses and been on the watch. Our attackers knew that a tribe was down here, and that meant that there was some wealth here too. Damn… They were probably waiting for us to leave the mansion before they attacked. For all we know they could have been keeping an eye on us this whole time…’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but blame myself. 
 
    Our attackers had noticed the commotion that we had caused in our battle with Garrison, that I had little doubt about. 
 
    And now, like the lesser predators circling a fallen prey, they wanted their share of the meal. 
 
    I wasn’t going to let that happen. 
 
    Santana snuggled up to my side, resting her head on my shoulder. For the first time in a while her holy book was clutched in her hands, pressed to her chest. 
 
    The door to our makeshift infirmary suddenly creaked open, and Jeremiah appeared. 
 
    We all stood from the grass and looked to him hopefully. 
 
    ‘Is she going to be all right?’ Lara asked insistently. For the first time since I had known her, she was holding back tears. ‘And what about Lola?’ 
 
    Jeremiah looked between us all as he wiped his hands. 
 
    ‘Elera…’ He said slowly. ‘… I don’t know. This is beyond my abilities. She is breathing, her heart rate has steadied and the cold seems to have confined itself to her body, but she is not waking or even responding. She seems to have fallen into a kind of vegetative state.’ 
 
    ‘As in… Braindead?’ I managed, choking back my fear. 
 
    ‘I cannot say. I would suggest that we keep providing her with Essence of the River as always, but other than that… All we can do is wait.’ 
 
    Silence fell across our group. 
 
    ‘And Lola?’ Ariadne eventually said, her furred ears standing on end in anticipation as she thought of her fallen kin. 
 
    ‘The bleeding has stopped,’ Jeremiah continued. ‘I’ve cleaned the wound, but… There’s something else.’ 
 
    Jeremiah returned inside and reappeared a moment later. He was calculating his movements carefully as he produced the arrow in his hand. 
 
    It was a broadhead, poorly made but still sharp enough to cause serious damage. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ Lara muttered, taking the arrow and examining it. ‘Fucking orcs…’ 
 
    ‘Orcs?’ I repeated. ‘That’s who attacked us?’ 
 
    ‘Pathetic craftsmanship and bloodstained fletching. Definitely orcs.’ Lara’s eyes trailed up the stem until she rested on the tip. It was stained with dried blood, but through the darkened maroon shade were hints of green. ‘That looks like…’ Lara barely whispered. ‘It’s not… Is it?’ 
 
    ‘Greenthorn,’ Jeremiah said solemnly. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Poison,’ Lara gulped. ‘When I lived at the cove some of the local hunters used it for tracking down beasts. It can’t be used on beings that one intends to consume, as the poison can be transferred via tainted meat, even when cooked. But if you’re intending to track down your average animal that’s been eating your chickens, it works fine. Get a single shot on target and let the beast run. Eventually it will drop, but…’ 
 
    ‘But what…?’ 
 
    Lara and Jeremiah shared a look. 
 
    ‘Both humans and animals become rabid after a few days of being struck. At that point it is too late for any cure to work. At the cove they used to call it… The crazies. All we could do was lock them up in a cage until…’ 
 
    Lara lowered her head, not wanting to say it out loud, even though we all knew. 
 
    ‘How come we haven’t encountered this before?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It’s rare in the wild,’ Lara answered. ‘A bitch to cultivate, and even more of a bitch to handle. Plenty of decent hunters have accidentally poisoned themselves while creating arrows like this. Orcs are terrible archers and not exactly the brightest beings, so it’s no surprise that they would want to increase their chances of success.’ 
 
    ‘Is there a way to cure its effects?’ 
 
    ‘There is a herb we could use,’ my huntress replied. ‘Nabyar root. A healthy dose would save Lola.’ 
 
    ‘So we just need to find it. We’ll get everyone on the land on the job. No doubt there will be some in the nearby forest.’ 
 
    ‘It is not that simple. It only grows at the foot of the Lutine Tree, which is an even bigger bitch to find...’ 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Pattering footsteps suddenly sounded behind me, belonging to Alorion. 
 
    ‘Master Jack? I found something that may be of importance.’ 
 
    Alorion pulled up his inventory and withdrew an item, a large scrap of parchment, which promptly fell into his hands. 
 
    It was tattered and aged, but as I rolled it out and examined the contents, I realized its importance. 
 
    It was a map. 
 
    Garrison’s land was situated in the center, while several landmarks were illustrated and labelled in the surrounding area. 
 
    It was rudimentary and limited, telling me a lot of things that I already knew – except one. 
 
    It shed light on what exactly resided directly to the east of this land - the same place where the attack had come from, and the same place that Talia had spotted in the forest. 
 
    It was labelled Orc outpost has been established here – the bastards are roaming the surrounding area. Approx. 15 in total. Must be dealt with. 
 
    Lara was right. 
 
    I had come into contact with hardly any orcs in Agraria. 
 
    One was situated as a guard on the door of The Drunken Steed. He had always been a stern bastard, and I owned part of the freaking property that he was paid to protect. 
 
    These orcs had no allegiances, which meant they would have no qualms about slaughtering my tribe. 
 
    ‘This is great, Alorion. Where did you find it?’ 
 
    ‘One of Garrison’s lockboxes.’ 
 
    ‘Good job, man.’ 
 
    This was a gift, but it only solved half the problem – we had the precise location of the orcs. 
 
    But even if we dealt with them, Lola’s life was still hanging on the brink. 
 
    ‘These orcs,’ I started, looking to my companions, ‘can they succumb to greenthorn’s effects too?’ 
 
    ‘Most mortal beings can,’ Jeremiah nodded. ‘They are no different, despite their size.’ 
 
    ‘They fight dirty, and they’ve likely been doing it for a long time,’ I nodded. ‘Which means they’ve probably lost more than a few of their kind to this stuff, which in turn means they’ve likely got a supply of nabyar root on hand in case any of them does something stupid.’ 
 
    ‘Which sounds quite likely from what we’ve heard so far,’ Santana agreed. 
 
    I nodded and turned to Jeremiah. 
 
    ‘We’re going to get you that root.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I met up with Tobias, the leader of the warriors, shortly after. He had taken stock of his warriors and debriefed them. 
 
    ‘My men counted around a dozen,’ he started, his eyelids blinking horizontally at me. ‘But they could easily number more than that. ‘We took aim and injured a few with ranged weapons, but they had already reached the peak of the hill and descended into the forest to the east. Being orcs they are poor archers, but they are likely to be well-armed and well-trained in melee combat. They are natural berserkers, and can prove very dangerous at close-range.’ 
 
    ‘So keeping a distance is going to be our main strategy.’ 
 
    ‘It would appear. I take it that you are intending to retaliate?’ 
 
    ‘You disagree?’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary, Jack. Retaliation is in the nature of my kind.’ 
 
    ‘Forgive the bluntness,’ I said, ‘but do your kind have a name? Ever since we met I’ve only ever known you as the warriors.’ 
 
    ‘My people had a long, unpronounceable name in a different tongue many years ago,’ he smiled. ‘That was long before we were divided into many tribes, prior to the Great War. Warrior is the name we give to others to use, but we have another word in the old tongue: Bakz-rako. It means by the blade. It is how we live and die. Garrison might have intended to sell us, but I and my people would sooner fight when death was an inevitability than be under the rule of a tyrant. I feel that would have happened had you not appeared.’ 
 
    ‘I guess I’m lucky to have you on my side.’ 
 
    ‘Luck has nothing to do with it. We are at each other’s side either way. What is our plan?’ 
 
    ‘Not only have these sons of bitches made an attack on my tribe, but they’ve sought to play dirty. Poison by slow death. 
 
    ‘We will follow your lead, Jack.’ 
 
    I looked up the hill to where my vacation home had previously been for the last few days. Just over that precipice, our enemies awaited. 
 
    ‘When I killed Garrison I made a promise to myself, Tobias, and it was this: tribes that we come into contact with from now on are either with us or against us. Allies or enemies. There are no grey areas. And this tribe of orcs just made my job of figuring out their allegiances a whole lot easier.’ 
 
    ‘So we fight?’ 
 
    ‘Task your strongest warriors. We’re moving out as soon as we’re ready.’ 
 
    ‘So soon after their attack?’ 
 
    ‘They’ll be expecting retaliation at nightfall. They probably think we need time to regroup and rest. The best way for us to catch them off-guard is to respond quickly and aggressively.’ 
 
    Tobias nodded in agreement and took off to round up some of his men. 
 
    I found my wives still outside of the infirmary, all troubled with concern. 
 
    ‘We’re heading out now to get this nabyar root that we need,’ I remarked. ‘It’s going to be dangerous, so-’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even ask the question, Jack,’ Lara announced firmly, removing her bow and polishing the varnished wood. ‘We’re with you.’ 
 
    ‘We are not just yours, but each other’s,’ Ariadne smiled. ‘One of our own is lying in there, her life hanging in the balance, because she kept our tribe safe. And one of my family is in mortal danger. We are at your side.’ 
 
    ‘Then we’ll need a few upgrades.’ 
 
    Knowing where he was best used, Alorion had already returned to Garrison’s old treehouse and was rooting through his possessions. 
 
    ‘We need weapons, Alorion. Any luck?’ 
 
    ‘Bows, blades, daggers, projectiles – anything that you could possibly want. Garrison seems to have built up quite a collection. Not that the cowardly bastard likely ever used them considering the condition they are in…’ 
 
    ‘Well they’re ours now,’ I nodded. ‘What have we got?’ 
 
    Moonstalker would remain my primary weapon of choice – it would be a damned miracle if I found anything remotely as overpowered as my glimmering sword – but additional weapons always made sense. 
 
    Moonstalker was only useful up until the point that it slipped from my grasp. I couldn’t call it back to me. 
 
    I slipped a pair of hunting daggers to myself, both possessing gold-plated handles, the larger of the two clipped at my waist and the smaller sheathed in my boot. They were both so sharp that mere contact with their tips would draw blood, while a casual press would easily take a finger off. 
 
    ‘Oh, my…’ Lara remarked with only a hint of sarcasm as she examined a peculiar looking arrow with careful fingers. ‘Know what these are? Razortip arrows. Lightweight and devastating on impact. They’re very difficult to make. Don’t mind if I do…’ 
 
    ‘Are there any bolts over there Lara?’ Santana asked, turning from the drawer she was rummaging through. 
 
    ‘Heaps, and well-made too.’ 
 
    Santana crossed to her and began to stock up. 
 
    ‘Now, ladies,’ Alorion announced from the top of the cabinet where the weapons resided, taking the tone of a peddling merchant. ‘I have a fine range of blades for the aspiring hunter. First, a pair of leather-handled, ruby-embossed scimitars for Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need anything fancy, Alorion,’ Ariadne laughed. ‘If the blade is sharp, then…’ 
 
    Alorion flipped the case open to reveal the weapons. Despite the strength and power of my own weapon, the blades still caught my eye. The twin rubies imbued into their handles glimmered in the morning light, but not as much as the blades themselves, so bright that they almost looked to be made of silver. 
 
    Ariadne raised an eyebrow with intrigue. 
 
    ‘Okay, I take it back,’ she relented, removing her current scimitars and swapping them into the case. 
 
    Gold was gold, and weapons were weapons – we didn’t get sentimental around here. 
 
    ‘Purchase of these weapons also permits a free gift – these serrated throwing knives, useful for any, uhh… Running parties.’ 
 
    Ariadne gladly took them up and strapped them to her thigh in a multi-pocketed sheath. 
 
    ‘And for Talia,’ Alorion continued, burrowing into the drawer and rifling around inside. ‘I may have something in the back that would satisfy one who favors hand-to-hand combat.’ 
 
    ‘Claw to claw,’ Talia corrected with a smile. ‘Thanks, Alorion, but I really don’t think that I need a weapon. I was trained by an expert combat master back with my tribe. Using my claws is what I know best.’ 
 
    ‘That’s very well,’ he muttered from the drawer, ‘I suppose that I will just have to find somebody else to gift these bladed hand attachments to…’ 
 
    Talia’s furred ears only perked up for two reasons – a sense of danger, and a sense of intrigue. 
 
    This was definitely the latter. 
 
    Alorion emerged from the drawer with a small presentation box, which he passed to Talia. She flipped it open and her green eyes went even wider with interest. 
 
    The claws were a shade of midnight black, stemming from leather gloves that fitted firmly to their attachments. The blades themselves, protruding four inches from the fingertip, were as sharp as any others we had come across so far. 
 
    ‘On second thought,’ Talia shrugged, trying to sound casual. ‘I’ll take them. What’s the harm, no?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Why the hell does he have all of this stuff?’ Lara asked. ‘Who in their right mind would feel the need to hoard all of these fine weapons and never use them?’ 
 
    ‘A guy with sights set on taking as much as he could for himself,’ I replied. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Our team met at the tree line where the hill’s rise began. 
 
    ‘The orc outpost is less than a mile east of here,’ started, addressing my group. ‘We’re moving at a run, which means we’ll be there in no time. We move quick, we keep our heads down, and we take these bastards out fast. 
 
    ‘Don’t destroy any supplies that we find. One of our own is mere days away from dying, and she needs nabyar root to cure a bad case of greenthorn poisoning. Objective one is to kill the orcs – closely followed by finding that root. Keep your eyes peeled.’ 
 
    My team nodded and readied themselves, fully prepared to follow me into battle. 
 
    ‘I think it best that I stay behind, Jack,’ Santana said to me. ‘I can help with Lola and Elera. We need trained people here to look after them.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ I said. ‘Take care of Jeremiah, too.’ 
 
    ‘I will.’ 
 
    She kissed me goodbye and took off to return to the infirmary. I was about to turn and go when a final voice called to me. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ 
 
    I turned to the voice and saw Jeremiah approaching. Some color had returned to his face, a different feeling having now filled his eyes. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ 
 
    ‘I just have one more thing to ask,’ he said, moving close to me. 
 
    I lowered my head to listen carefully as Jeremiah beckoned me in. 
 
    Since I had known him, he had been a fair and loyal man with a well-tempered attitude. 
 
    But as he rested a hand on my shoulder and lowered his voice, his tone took on a much different persona. 
 
    He was a man of the gods, and had once told me that he never again wished to embark on a path of violence. 
 
    ‘Gut these bastards.’ 
 
    Clearly that path had taken a bit of a detour. 
 
    ‘I guarantee it,’ I replied firmly. 
 
    It was one that I was fully on board with. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    We were on the hunt. 
 
    Remnants of the orcs were scattered along our trail; scraps of leather, broken arrows and more. 
 
    But I had no interest in examining any of it. 
 
    We moved at a sharp jog, traversing the hillside in single file as I led our team to the plateau where the mansion had once been; myself and three of my wives, and Tobias and four of his warriors. 
 
    Jutting rocks rose over where its roof had resided. Talia provided a path for myself and Tobias to look out over the forest. 
 
    Just like the view to the west and the surrounding areas from the plateau, the view to the east stretched off into endless forest. Hills and peaks were dotted all about the landscape as far as the eye could see. 
 
    ‘It’s just over there,’ Talia whispered as we stayed low, fearful of watching eyes from below. ‘A straight line, no more than a mile away.’ 
 
    ‘We can reach it in no time,’ Tobias said as I nodded in agreement. 
 
    We descended the hill into the east, moving into unknown territory. In no time we moved beneath the treetops, scaling the steep bank until it flattened out, and we arrived on the forest floor. 
 
    Remnants of winter remained here too, but a few days of dry weather and baking sun had returned the land to a tropical state of blooming plants and drying undergrowth. 
 
    Agraria was returning to its true form, the form that I had known since arriving in this world; dangerous but beautiful all the same. 
 
    ‘We should keep our eyes out for stragglers,’ Ariadne whispered to the group. ‘It is unlikely that all of their numbers will be residing at their camp. Some may be keeping watch for intruders.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I replied, ‘but they might be regrouping after the battle. They won’t think that retaliation will come so quickly-’ 
 
    A hand suddenly grabbed the scruff of my collar and yanked me back hard. 
 
    So hard in fact that I crashed to the ground, landing roughly on whoever had pulled me. 
 
    I rolled to the side and found myself looking back at Tobias. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ I asked with a nervous laugh. 
 
    His expression couldn’t have been more different to mine – a stern seriousness that he took on in the face of battle. 
 
    He pressed a finger to his lips with one hand and pointed to the ground with the other. 
 
    A tripwire was sat among the undergrowth, pulled tightly between two jutting sticks, barely visible. 
 
    Our entire team followed the tightly strung rope that it was connected to, which ran four or five yards above our heads to its master. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ Lara whispered. 
 
    A huge, spiked log was suspended in the trees above, horizontally positioned and ready to become swinging down at a moment’s notice. 
 
    ‘Guess those orcs aren’t as stupid as I thought,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘We must be on the watch,’ Tobias said. ‘This contraption may be the tamest of traps that these beasts have waiting for us out here.’ 
 
    Tobias and Lara joined me at the front of our procession, scanning the forest floor as we checked for any sign of other dangers. 
 
    Snapping twigs, heaped piles of leaves, darkened groves between crowded trunks – every single one of them was a threat waiting to pounce. 
 
    ‘Wait.’ 
 
    Lara’s voice drew us all immediately to a halt. 
 
    She looked to a pile of leaves nearby, found a rock around the size of a baseball nearby, and lightly tossed it onto the pile. 
 
    The heap sank instantly, dipping beneath the forest floor. 
 
    ‘The weight isn’t enough to bring the whole thing down,’ she remarked. ‘But if one of us were to step upon it? An express route to death’s door. 
 
    A screeching snarl called out somewhere in the forest ahead, followed by grunting that almost sounded like laughing. 
 
    Lara and Tobias’s archers all drew an arrow, strings stretched slightly in the exposed area where we waited. 
 
    ‘Screaming and laughing,’ Ariadne commented. ‘They’re removing the arrows that your men fired, Tobias.’ 
 
    ‘Then they will be vulnerable,’ he remarked, as I nodded in agreement. 
 
    ‘The moment we have sight, archers to the trees,’ I called back. 
 
    All those with a bow nodded, and we made the final stretch. 
 
    The number and the nature of the traps increased. Soon spiked logs were stemming from the base of the tree trunks, the orcs no longer even hiding their intentions. 
 
    Lara’s keen sight allowed a greater view into the distance. As the grunting became louder, she raised a hand high. 
 
    Our whole group dropped to the ground, staying low. 
 
    She raised five fingers, then formed an O-shape. 
 
    50 yards off. 
 
    Tobias and I were about to indicate for the archers to take their positions, when- 
 
    ‘Uhh… Jack?’ 
 
    I glanced up, and then I saw him. 
 
    An orc had just emerged from behind the thick trunk of a nearby tree, fixing up his pants. 
 
    His eyes fixed on us immediately. 
 
    It took a few seconds for him to process the image of a dozen attackers waiting in the forest to attack him and his buddies. 
 
    Still pretty stupid. 
 
    And just like that, a well-timed piss-break screwed up our whole plan. 
 
    I saw the orcs maw about to open, his rotten teeth ready to bounce off his blackened tongue to call for his comrades. 
 
    Lara drew an arrow with expert speed, pulled it back with ungodly steady hands, and fired. 
 
    THUD. 
 
    The arrow struck the orc right between the eyes. 
 
    His eyes crossed inward, as if he was examining the projectile that had just buried itself in his brain. 
 
    ‘UGGHHH!!!’ 
 
    A final pained yelp escaped his lips, and he crashed to the ground with a heavy thud. 
 
    Shouts of confusion and disgruntlement burst from the orc outpost. 
 
    They were coming. 
 
    We had to move fast. 
 
    ‘Archers into the trees,’ I ordered. ‘Melee behind the trunks. Move!’ 
 
    Lara and the three archers moved into the trees, while Tobias, Ariadne, Talia, myself and the two melee warriors took cover. 
 
    Thudding footsteps from the encampment were followed by the emergence of the orcs. 
 
    Talia’s original guess had been right. 15 of the attackers were approaching us. 
 
    They all stood between seven and eight feet in height, a procession of burly, stocky berserkers that lumbered heavily in wide movements. Their skin was rough and weather-worn, grey with large flecks of green scattered over them. Their one commonality was their teeth – a huge pair of tusks rose up from their lower lips. Some were worn down, while others were sharpened like blades. 
 
    Each wore the same combination of black and brown leathers draped from their bodies, though some moved shirtless, their torsos a robust mix of muscle, fat and long-healed scars. Aged and faded tattoos covered their skin, bearing illustrations of skulls, strange symbols and simple patterns. 
 
    All possessed the same symbol upon their right shoulders – a skull, likely orcish considering the shape, with the eyes blotted out with crosses. 
 
    A small group circled the body of their fallen comrade, where they pushed each other aside roughly to get a better view. 
 
    Too many broad shoulders and too much competition. 
 
    Those who were a little more intelligent realized that there was nothing to be done by standing around a corpse. 
 
    They got the message – and they drew their weapons. 
 
    Battle-axes and war-hammers swung heavily, swiping through the air as they readied their grasps and approached our hiding place. 
 
    I looked to Tobias and nodded, then whistled highly. 
 
    A procession of arrows flew from the trees, striking the five of the orcs that were closest. 
 
    They were fired from only five or six yards away, reaching terminal velocity instantly and burying themselves through the thick skulls of the orcs. 
 
    But they didn’t go down. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ 
 
    The afflicted orcs groaned vacantly – and started swiping. 
 
    The unbridled desire to start killing now overtook them completely. 
 
    Beasts don’t need their brains to keep moving for a little while. 
 
    Do orcs count as beasts? 
 
    ‘Woah!’ 
 
    There was no time to worry about that. 
 
    Lara’s shout of worry immediately caught my attention. 
 
    The orcs swiped madly at the tree trunks where the archers resided. 
 
    A woodsman would need a while to cut down one of these trees in the wild. 
 
    But these orcs weren’t woodsmen. 
 
    Their bulky arms commanded their weapons with insane strength. A single swipe rocked the tree on its decaying base. 
 
    They were about to come down. 
 
    ‘Move in!’ I called out. 
 
    My aim was for us to get to the wounded orcs before they brought the trees down, but it was too late. 
 
    Lara and the other ranged warriors managed to fire off a few more arrows from their perches, bringing down the flailing orcs once and for all, but the damage to the trees was done. 
 
    CRA-A-A-CK!!! 
 
    The rotting trees tipped, trailing each other like dominoes, and began to plummet towards the earth. 
 
    With cool heads, Lara and the archers managed to make it down a few yards before leaping for cover, rolling into the undergrowth roughly and jumping to their feet. 
 
    The remaining orcs numbered fourteen to our nine. 
 
    A leading orc, bigger than the rest, stepped forward before the rest and raised his gigantic war axe. 
 
    ‘MOZH-RAZHKATH!’ He roared. 
 
    The orcs at his back roared like lions and raced towards us. 
 
    ‘ATTACK!!!’ 
 
    Tobias and my own command overlapped in a yelling volley. 
 
    I couldn’t take them all on by myself, even with moonstalker under my command – with this many blades swinging one of them would gain the advantage and find a weak spot. 
 
    But I could gain us the advantage early on. 
 
    The orc master raced towards me with two of his brutish warriors at his sides. 
 
    I focused my attention on him. 
 
    He knew that I was the leader, and he wanted the satisfaction of taking me down first. 
 
    This was exactly where I wanted his focus. 
 
    I drew moonstalker, its luminescent glow lighting up this overshadowed patch of forest, and swept out before me. 
 
    The shadowing orcs’ faces flashed with fear, but there was no way they were going to cease their path of destruction. 
 
    Not with their master watching them. 
 
    I swept out hard as they raised their slow and heavy weapons. 
 
    The blade vaporized the companion orcs – but not their master. 
 
    He ducked back in a surprisingly agile move, refusing to fall prey to the same fate as his comrades. 
 
    Stupid this guy is not. 
 
    All hell broke loose around me between my companions and my enemies, just as the lead orc made another dash towards me. 
 
    Arrows flew from the bows of our archers, striking the running orcs in a quick volley, but they refused to stop. 
 
    He raised his war axe in a shorter swing as gritted teeth and drooling madness glared back at me, offering him an opportunity to attack faster. 
 
    I swung back just in time to catch the handle of the axe, slicing it in two. 
 
    The bottom half of the handle fell limply away, but the head carried on moving towards me. 
 
    The blade swung around, missing my chest by mere inches before dropping heavily to the ground. 
 
    The chief orc lunged past me, turned on his heel as I spun to meet him, and threw himself at me. 
 
    All 500 pounds of his gargantuan form struck me, knocking me flailing onto my back. 
 
    My arm slammed against the rough ground, forcing my palm open. 
 
    Moonstalker slipped from my grasp. 
 
    I felt the orc wrap his huge hands around my head. 
 
    He’s going to squeeze my brain out through my face. 
 
    Instinct told me to reach for his forearms in an attempt to relieve the pressure. 
 
    But he was stronger than me, and it was a battle that he would easily win. 
 
    Stopping the problem at its source was my only option. 
 
    I scrambled for moonstalker, got a grip on its handle, and thrust the blade straight into the orc’s side just as a rush of pain coursed through one side of my skull. 
 
    The orc screeched, and with a flash of blue the pressure on my head vanished. 
 
    I swept the blue dust aside, regained my composure and pushed to my feet. 
 
    My companions had gained the upper hand. The orcs ferocity was no match for our skill and dexterity. 
 
    Talia distracted an orc before moving with incredible speed as it brought its war-hammer high over its head in a lumbering swing. 
 
    She dodged out of its path just as it came down, the blade planting into the ground, giving Ariadne enough time to arc behind the berserker. 
 
    With a sharp series of swipes she sliced up and incapacitated their attacker before driving her blade straight through his neck, dropping him immediately. 
 
    Teamwork at its finest. 
 
    Our archers had kept a distance and fired off as many arrows in close range as they could. 
 
    The orcs movements had slowed. 
 
    No way were they going to surrender, though. 
 
    They flailed madly, dragging themselves towards us with jabs and sweeps of their weapons. 
 
    They were like fish in a barrel. 
 
    This is supposed to be a fearsome orc outpost? 
 
    The archers stowed their bows in their quivers and produced daggers from their belts, moving forwards to the orcs. 
 
    We surrounded them easily, taking one each and cutting them down. Their heavy, uncalculated movements were easy to dodge. 
 
    Within minutes their huge bodies were scattered on the forest floor. 
 
    But not all. 
 
    One was running. 
 
    Ariadne and I raced after the orc, scanning the ground for any final signs of traps before we reached the encampment. 
 
    ‘Look out!’ 
 
    I glanced up to see a throwing axe coming flying towards us. 
 
    I pushed Ariadne back and dodged the path of the axe by mere inches. 
 
    The blade buried itself in the trunk of a nearby tree just as Ariadne struck the ground with an ooph. 
 
    She adeptly slid a knife from the wrapping on her thigh and launched it at the orc. 
 
    It struck him straight in the palm, the blade slicing straight through his skin and releasing a pained yelp. 
 
    His pained expression turned to one of rage – right up until I drew moonstalker. 
 
    The weapon’s energy was begging to be released. Blue light and crackling sparks frazzled around the blade. 
 
    The orc’s face fell to terror. He tried to scramble away, but Tobias and his warriors quickly moved in to surround him. 
 
    ‘I need the antidote to the greenthorn,’ I said sternly. ‘Where is it?’ 
 
    ‘Bazh mercia, shazra!’ 
 
    He wanted to be angry, but he was too fearful to truly let it out. 
 
    ‘THE ANTIDOTE!’ I yelled viciously. ‘Nabyar root! Where is it?!’ 
 
    I slammed the blade down into the ground, releasing a rumble from the earth as the ground cracked. 
 
    The orc scrambled away, but continued to snarl. 
 
    This wasn’t regret or a beg for forgiveness. 
 
    This was frustration that he had ever let himself get into this situation to begin with. 
 
    I moved before him and raised the sword to his neck. He squirmed back. 
 
    He couldn’t understand me. Key words were all I could run with. 
 
    ‘Nabyar. Root. Where?’ 
 
    The orc scowled at me. He rolled to his front and dragged himself to a bedspread and reached beneath its covers. 
 
    Arrows were swiftly drawn behind me by Tobias’s loyal warriors. 
 
    The orc produced a small lockbox, which he tipped open. He fumbled about in the inventory, then dragged several of the contents onto the floor before me. 
 
    Vials of bright red liquid scattered to the ground, alongside several handfuls of nabyar root and a scroll – the schematic for producing more. 
 
    I scooped it up and handed it to Lara, who examined it and gave me a nod. 
 
    ‘Tobias?’ I called out. ‘These orcs, do you think they’re part of a larger tribe?’ 
 
    Tobias hadn’t even broken a sweat. He moved about the encampment and examined their items. 
 
    ‘Deserters by my reckoning,’ he said casually. ‘They don’t have much in the way of supplies or items. An orcish outpost would be much better supplied than this, especially when keeping an eye on a neighboring tribe. They’re likely a split faction from another orcish tribe, searching for enemy land to destroy and plunder.’ 
 
    ‘So there won’t be any consequences in getting rid of them?’ 
 
    ‘Only a message to the gods regarding the actions they have committed,’ he said dryly. 
 
    I liked Tobias. He was one of my most trusted advisors. We wanted the same things for this tribe, and we were firmly on the same page now when it came to dealing with our enemies.  
 
    ‘Fine by me,’ I nodded. 
 
    I raised moonstalker in both hands. The orc snarled at my viciously, moving to attack with his ghastly shoveled hands, ready to rip me to pieces. 
 
    The blade plunged into his gut. The blue light rushed over my foe, collapsing him to dust instantly. 
 
    There wasn’t much to speak of in the outpost as I looked around – dull weapons, remnants of small conquests, basic tents and sleeping bags. 
 
    In other words, no need to waste time pillaging. 
 
    ‘Destroy the camp,’ I said. ‘And leave the orcs. The forest can have its way with them.’ 
 
    At one time I would have felt a pang of bad sportsmanship in saying something like that, but the peoples of Agraria had changed how I saw things. 
 
    I had met some of the best friends a man could hope to have in this world, the most trustworthy advisors and companions that a leader could want, and the most beautiful, wise and loyal women that a man could hope for. 
 
    But I had also met the most vicious, unrelenting and brutal of enemies who sought nothing more than to destroy myself, my companions and everything we stood for. 
 
    There was no room for mercy out here. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    Back at the main land, my lead farmer Tormus had a habit of bear-hugging me every time I brought good news. Whether it was word of a new fireplace or expressing his overwhelming joy at being a father, I couldn’t avoid being lifted like a happy dog playing with its favorite toy. 
 
    Turns out Jeremiah wasn’t far from the same behavior given the right conditions. 
 
    ‘I hope this is enough,’ I said, presenting the vials. ‘They had raw materials and a schematic to craft more of the potion, so if you need more, all you have to do is ask-’ 
 
    Jeremiah wrapped his arms around me in a tight hug of gratitude, holding back a gasp of relief. 
 
    ‘May the gods bless you, Jack…!’ He whimpered. ‘When I saw those flecks of green I feared the worst, but… You have brought my love back from the dead.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say that exactly…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, but you have! What can I ever do to repay you?’ 
 
    ‘Just keep doing what you do. Or, y’know, help me tame these pegasi.’ 
 
    ‘It will be our first order of business upon returning to the main land. Now, if you’ll excuse me.’ 
 
    ‘Please, please,’ I smiled. ‘Oh, Jeremiah? How’s Elera? Any change?’ 
 
    Jeremiah’s happiness faltered, making way for a moment of solemnity. 
 
    ‘There is… No change, as of yet. I will keep a watchful eye over her.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Back when Santana had been abducted by the wood-elves, I had doubted every day whether I would safely be able to bring her back alive. 
 
    This was different. Elera was safe from outside threats, protected within our tribe. 
 
    It was just a question of what was going on inside of her right now. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We knew that the orcs were no longer a threat to the new land of the free people considering they were practically lone wolves, but plenty of other threats could still exist out there in the wilds. 
 
    The map that Alorion had found didn’t indicate any dangers in the immediate surrounding area. 
 
    Yet a wise man was always prepared. 
 
    And our sheer numbers meant we could exact our plans faster. 
 
    I gave the freed people building rights over the land. Several were burly figures and experienced laborer’s, and after discussing a plan of action with them, they got right to work. 
 
    While they got to work constructing a perimeter fence and appropriate defenses, my wives and I dispersed into the surrounding area to lay down traps. 
 
    Back when it was just me and a few of my companions completing the job, a task like this would have taken days, potentially weeks. 
 
    With a number as strong as we had now, our plans came together in a matter of hours. 
 
    We even had a few hours left before sunset. 
 
    The dwarves had long since returned to their land to re-establish it, leaving me with time to prepare for our departure. 
 
    After my main tribal members packed up our wagons and horses, I met up with several of the freed slaves. 
 
    ‘Garrison cut down the forest beyond the perimeter line at some point,’ I started. ‘Feel free to replant the trees. This land is small and well-hidden enough that you should be able to remain out of sight. Our only vulnerability here is the rise up to the hill from where the orcs attacked, but that can quickly be turned into an advantage.’ 
 
    ‘How so?’ One asked. 
 
    ‘The Orakin Tribe now encompasses four tribal lands, plus an additional area – at least it will shortly when I take overall control of the dwarven land south of here. We’re stronger than ever, but the only way we stay strong is if we work together. We’re going to establish supply route between the lands, and in order to keep the whole operation safe I’m going to start building outposts and lookout points at higher-altitude areas. That way we can keep watch for any threats, as well as keep each other informed about them.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to have it all figured out, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I try,’ I shrugged with a smile, turning to go. ‘Look after each other.’ 
 
    We had loaded up the many carts and wagons filled with spoils that we were bringing back to the land, and our numbers were complete; myself and my wives, Alorion, the fox-people and satyrs, Cass, Aden, Jeremiah, Lola, who was recovering well but was still sleeping, Juliet the Bard, Tobias and the team of warriors that I had brought with me – and Elera. 
 
    She and Lola were situated on beds in the back of a wagon, a dedicated moving infirmary that would transport them safely back to the land. 
 
    Garrison’s treehouse had been cleared and tidied for the freed people to take over, and the chamber of valuables had been plundered in its entirety. 
 
    All except for one loose end. 
 
    Well, technically two, but they ended up being more of a collective pain in the ass. 
 
    After readying the queensroot, Jeremiah and I headed down into the passage where the pegasi were waiting. They were initially calm, but started to become aggressive at our presence. 
 
    ‘I don’t exactly see us being fast friends,’ I said dryly. 
 
    ‘Not to worry,’ Jeremiah assured me. ‘They are beings of loyalty. Much like horses you must gain their trust first.’ 
 
    Both pegasi suddenly whinnied aggressively, almost barking in rage, before bucking and lashing out against their chains 
 
    ‘How long do you think that will take?’ 
 
    ‘Considering how long they have been kept down here? A while, I think.’ 
 
    ‘Great.’ 
 
    ‘Now,’ Jeremiah started, retrieving a pair of carrots and sprinkling half a vial of Essence of Queensroot over each. ‘Let us see if we can calm the pair of you down.’ 
 
    He presented a carrot before the male Pegasus, quickly gaining its attention. The creature glared at the carrot as Jeremiah bobbed it in his hand, before throwing it gently to the creature which caught it and gobbled it up with a single gulp. 
 
    He did the same to the female Pegasus, and within minutes both had taken on a much calmer demeanor. 
 
    ‘So… Now they shouldn’t want us dead?’ I winced reluctantly. 
 
    ‘Theoretically, no,’ Jeremiah frowned. 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t forget the wing-smacking,’ Alorion said aloofly. ‘You could still have all of your bones broken at a moment’s notice.’ 
 
    Jeremiah and I both shot him a look. 
 
    ‘What?’ My imp said obliviously. ‘It is best to be aware of the risks, no?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just get this over with,’ I remarked. 
 
    Much like with a horse, we quickly equipped lead lines to each of the creatures. 
 
    Every second I wondered what would be the better option in the event of the Pegasus deciding that it didn’t like me so much – getting to cover or whipping out moonstalker and slicing it into oblivion. 
 
    The first would keep the Pegasus alive, but there was always the risk of getting turned to spaghetti. 
 
    The second would most definitely keep me alive, but I would be short one Pegasus. 
 
    Guess beggars can’t be choosers. 
 
    By some miracle the pegasi relented. We guided them by the lead lines out of their cells and into the early evening light, bringing each into their own cages which had been retrofitted atop tough carts. 
 
    I had kept the creatures a secret from Thirbali and Mariana, but there wasn’t much way to keep them hidden from the freed people. 
 
    Still, they were under my command, and I trusted them. They didn’t have an agenda. 
 
    The freed people gazed in awe at the creatures as we loaded them into the cages. 
 
    It was a subtle act, but it had the desired effect upon them that I wanted – they respected me for the power that I now seemed to command. 
 
    And a display like this worked a charm. 
 
    We bade the freed people goodbye and began the journey south through the forest, our procession of carts and wagons weaving a slow passage among the trees where the overgrowth became so heavy that we had to light torches to find our way. 
 
    My people were sat in carts, some in wagons, others enjoying the walk alongside the caravan after several days of rest. 
 
    ‘I’m just going to check on something,’ I said to Alorion, hopping down from the seat of the front cart and handing him the reins. ‘Keep the trail steady for me, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ Alorion nodded with a smile. 
 
    I slowed my pace, letting the wagons pass me by until I reached the third in our caravan. 
 
    I pushed the curtains aside and climbed aboard to find two beds pushed to either side. Lola was resting in one, breathing steadily, while Elera was lying in the other. 
 
    I crossed to my nymph-wife and kneeled by her side. Her skin was still cold to the touch, though not as bad as it had been some hours ago. Still, the terrible paleness that her skin had taken on remained. 
 
    I wrapped my hands around hers and pressed them to my head. 
 
    ‘You don’t have to do it now, you crazy nymph,’ I whispered, ‘but please wake up. Not now, not tomorrow, just… Sometime.’ 
 
    I placed her hands back by her side, and a moment later felt the weight of the wagon tip as Santana appeared. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, husband?’ She asked, kneeling at my side. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I just… Want her to be okay.’ 
 
    ‘We all do,’ she reassured me, running a hand over my neck and into my hair. ‘Her condition has improved. She will come around.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so. Listen, I need to pay a visit to the dwarves before we go back to the land. Alorion is taking the reins at the front. He knows the way.’ 
 
    ‘You are going alone?’ 
 
    ‘Just for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. Be careful.’ 
 
    ‘Always am.’ 
 
    I kissed her, indulging in the sensation of her full, soft lips for a moment before stepping off the wagon and finding Arabelle amongst the procession. 
 
    Lightweight and armed, I took off into the forest while Alorion led the caravan along a different route to get home, arching slightly south-west. 
 
    In no time I had lost sight of the caravan and the torches that lit its way, and as the sun’s final rays on the horizon gave way to night, I found myself shirking the one golden rule of Agraria that I had been told by almost being in this world that could talk. 
 
    Never travel alone in the wilds after dark. 
 
    For the first time as I travelled, I didn’t feel that twinge of fear in the back of my mind. 
 
    With moonstalker at my side, I was safe. 
 
    I arrived at the outskirts of the dwarven land some time later, having taken Arabelle at a steady trot between the trees. 
 
    The perimeter line was already in the process of being re-established, this time with stone blocks. A long, single level of them circled the entirety of the land, the makings of a new barrier. 
 
    Arabelle whinnied lightly, and I locked eyes with a pair of rugged dwarves standing watch nearby. 
 
    They instantly raised their crossbows and took aim at me. 
 
    Upon registering my identity, they lowered their crossbows and bowed their heads. 
 
    ‘Tribe Master,’ they both spoke in unison. 
 
    I nodded back, dismounting Arabelle and entering the land. 
 
    Temporary camps had been set up with flaming torches scattered about to light the way. Dwarven guards nodded to me as I approached the well-lit base of the central tree. 
 
    Most of the tribe already seemed to be resting, but a pair of guards stood nearby with war axes mounted over their shoulders. 
 
    They both reached for them as I approached, but a voice behind them spoke: 
 
    ‘Let him through, lads. He’s one of ours.’ 
 
    The dwarven guards couldn’t see my face in the darkness, but as I stepped into the light they lowered their weapons and nodded to me. 
 
    I nodded back, seeing Thirbali sitting on the steps to his treehouse as I passed them. 
 
    He had registered not just my presence but my identity from twenty yards without even looking over his shoulder. 
 
    That was why he was in charge. 
 
    ‘Smoke?’ Thirbali greeted me. 
 
    ‘Not usually, but I’ll take one.’ 
 
    Thirbali produced a second pipe from his inventory, packing the bowl with herb and lighting it. 
 
    I took a smoke and resisted coughing, holding back the taste in my lungs. Smoky with a fruitful aftertaste – not bad. 
 
    ‘Things already look like they’re coming along here.’ 
 
    ‘We will begin rebuilding our homes soon,’ Thirbali said. ‘At this time I thought it best that we rest. Gods know that I owe my people that.’ 
 
    ‘It was Garrison’s work that did this, not yours.’ 
 
    ‘But my work prevented me from properly defending my people. They came at night. We had grown too confident. It is bad for dwarves to do such a thing.’ 
 
    ‘It’s bad for anybody to get like that.’ 
 
    ‘Truth you speak,’ he puffed. ‘We have learned our lesson. I have learned my lesson. I know now that it is best we group together.’ 
 
    Thirbali offered a hand, which I shook. 
 
    A window appeared. 
 
    Take control of this tribal land? 
 
    I tapped accept. 
 
    This was the first time that I had been offered the opportunity to take control of a land rather than taking control of it by force. Werger’s land and Garrison’s land had both been overthrown by yours truly and the allies at my side, but this was different. 
 
    The window quickly vanished, but not into thin air. Instead, it disintegrated into the glimmering blue dust that I had come to get used to in this world. 
 
    It floated towards the ground, seeming to disappear among the dirt, before suddenly lighting up again and flying out in an ever-expanding circle of light. 
 
    The light lit up the unseen grid beneath our feet that all claimed land temporarily took on, and hurtled out until it struck the perimeter line. 
 
    The grid and its border shimmered briefly, then faded away. 
 
    ‘That’s new,’ I smiled. ‘You won’t regret it.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter if I do or don’t – you’re in control now.’ 
 
    ‘No I’m not.’ I crossed to the building totem and brought up the building rights menu, granting Thirbali all permissions to do what he wished with the land. ‘You are.’ 
 
    Thirbali frowned at me in confusion before shaking his head with a befuddled smile. 
 
    ‘You are indeed of a different kind, Master Jack. Then what was the point in even taking control in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a part of my tribe, not under the rule of it. Think of yourselves like… A subsidiary.’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘An independent part of something bigger than yourselves.’ 
 
    ‘Is that not the case for every being with words and thoughts in this world?’ 
 
    ‘True,’ I nodded. ‘Hey, I’m curious – where do you keep your mines? I know that mining beneath the earth causes damage to the land above, yet your land seems to have not taken on much damage aside from that which was exacted during the dark-elf attack.’ 
 
    ‘You want me to dish you some wisdom?’ Thirbali asked rhetorically, glancing around as if checking that nobody was eavesdropping. ‘Don’t shit where you eat. We keep our mines at a fair distance from our home, as well as our stores of precious stones.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I thought you’d want to keep a close eye on them considering how valuable they can be, especially the rare pockets.’ 
 
    ‘You’d think so, but in my experience it’s best to keep them hidden somewhere that’s difficult to get to. And where else is more difficult to get to than a deep hole in the ground that could collapse in on you without warning at any moment?’ 
 
    ‘Very true.’ 
 
    ‘The same goes for our steeds.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, what’s the deal with that? Did the dark-elves take your horses, or…?’ 
 
    ‘We rarely use horses for transport.’ 
 
    ‘So what do you use?’ 
 
    Thirbali smiled knowingly. 
 
    ‘Our, err… Steeds are kept in another safe place by a rather talented stable master, if stable is the right word.’ 
 
    I eyed Thirbali suspiciously. 
 
    ‘You want to follow that up with anything else?’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Perhaps it would be better for you to see them with your own eyes if we ever ride into battle together.’ 
 
    ‘I hope we never have to ride into battle,’ I said, ‘but no doubt it’ll happen in the future, and when it does I’ll be glad to be at your side.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Master Jack. We will convene again soon. I see now that much of this world is ripe for the taking.’ 
 
    ‘Just getting started,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘You never know, in a world such as this we may eventually go…’ Thirbali smiled back, inhaling deeply from his pipe and exhaling a circle of smoke that expanded into the darkness. ‘… Full circle.’ 
 
    We shared a look, and he burst out in a rain of booming laughter. 
 
    I joined him, not exactly knowing what I was supposed to be laughing at. 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Just something my father used to say. Now, before you go, I promised you the assistance of my people in decoding High Blacksmith Kalgunri’s map. We have a fine scholar who can help with such a matter.’ 
 
    Kalgunri whistled a strange and distinct tune, and a few moments later a door to a nearby home opened. A dwarven woman came hobbling over and met with us. 
 
    ‘Scholar Mavis, this is Master Jack. He requires your skills to translate something in the old dwarven hand.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, Master Kalgunri.’ 
 
    ‘Master Jack,’ Kalgunri continued. ‘Mavis will gladly join your tribe for the next few days to translate the text, if you would be willing to give her a home.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I nodded. 
 
    ‘Then it’s settled. I shall see you soon.’ 
 
    ‘My wives await me, Master Jack, as I am sure yours do too. Away with you.’ 
 
    I shook hands with Thirbali and departed with Mavis, thinking it politer to lead Arabelle through the forest alongside Mavis than have her trail behind on foot. 
 
    She was a stout woman wrapped in shawls, a little over 50 and possessing the same hard face and narrow, perpetually stern eyes as many of her kin. 
 
    ‘So…’ I started. ‘It’s good to have on board.’ 
 
    ‘Mmhmm,’ she replied flatly. 
 
    I could tell I wasn’t going to get much conversation out of this one. 
 
    We travelled to my main land in silence through the southern forest where I had cut down the first of many dark-elves. I quickly found the road that Mariana had shown us and trotted in the moonlight back to the hidden road that led to my land. 
 
    As full dark fell some hours later, the northern watchtower of my land came into view. 
 
    Home. 
 
    At Alorion’s call, a pair of warriors unbarred the gates and let Scholar Mavis and I in. 
 
    ‘Tribe Master,’ they both nodded. 
 
    I nodded back and looked to Alorion on the post. 
 
    ‘All quiet out there?’ I asked him. 
 
    ‘All quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Just how I like it,’ I smiled. ‘Night, bud.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘So,’ I continued, turning to my dwarven guest. ‘Mavis, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Scholar Mavis,’ she corrected. ‘Where is the text?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right here,’ I replied shaking hands with her and transferring Kalgunri’s journal to her. 
 
    ‘And my lodgings?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a small house near the eastern watchtower that you can use. I’ll be building guesthouses over there soon. We can get you moved into one of those as soon as they’re bui-’ 
 
    ‘The small house will do fine,’ she replied flatly, turning and hobbling away from me, already poring over the journal. 
 
    Dwarven hospitality, I frowned with a smirk. But she’s committed to her work, I’ll give her that. 
 
    I had arrived only a half hour behind the caravan, but already my people had taken off for a much-deserved night of rest. 
 
    The land was well-guarded and quiet, with torches glowing across the pastures and the homes of my citizens. 
 
    The procession of carts and wagons were all parked outside of the large tree that I called home. 
 
    More wealth was contained in those wagons and carts than I had ever known. 
 
    And it was all mine. 
 
    But that could wait until tomorrow. 
 
    I left Arabelle at the stable and returned to the treehouse, finding it empty. 
 
    After a little searching, I found my wives crowded around the back of the wagon we had used to transport Elera and Lola. 
 
    ‘Lola and Jeremiah are sleeping at Cass’s house,’ Lara informed me. ‘There’s just this one…’ 
 
    Lara fell quiet, lowering her head. Elera and her had always had a friendly rivalry that mainly consisted of petty squabbles, but this was completely out of the realms of that. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we should take her to the hidden cave,’ Ariadne suggested. ‘Essence of the River can keep her alive out of water, but natural water could replenish her still.’ 
 
    It was a better idea than any other. 
 
    I took her limp body in my arms and carried her across the land with my wives by my side, heading out through the southern gate to the cave. 
 
    After lighting some torches and undressing – the warmth of the waters in the cave coupled with the rising humidity outside meant we had to strip down to our underwear – I moved into the water with my nymph in my arms. 
 
    Dropping her into the water seemed right on the one hand, but wholly stupid on the other. 
 
    ‘She can breathe underwater,’ Ariadne reminded us. ‘She will be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Even when she’s like this, though?’ I opined. 
 
    ‘She is a nymph, husband. The ability is ingrained into their bodies.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I nodded reluctantly. 
 
    I slowly released her from my grasp, her weight dropping into the water where she floated on the surface. 
 
    Her body was so cold that I felt the water immediately surrounding her drop in temperature. 
 
    I returned to the embankment with my wives and laid down on the soft sand, eventually letting sleep take hold of me. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    I awoke feeling warmed by the natural world for the first time in weeks. 
 
    Since the start of the winter snap it had been nothing but furnaces and log fires, but now as I awoke on the sandy embankment, surrounded by my sleeping wives, I felt grateful once more for Agraria’s tropical climate. 
 
    All my wives were at my side, except one. 
 
    I looked to the pool where we had left Elera. 
 
    She was gone. 
 
    ‘What…?’ 
 
    My mind immediately threw off the weight of sleep. I leaped to my feet as my heart raced. 
 
    ‘Elera? Girls, wake up!’ 
 
    My wives stuttered awake groggily, but upon seeing the absence of Elera they all instantly rose to the same level of panic as me. 
 
    We waded into the water, searching the bed of the pool rapidly for any sign of her. 
 
    She wasn’t anywhere. 
 
    ‘Elera? Elera!’ I yelled ‘Where the hell are you?!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods, this is all my fault!’ Ariadne exclaimed tearfully. ‘I said that she could breathe underwater, what if she was too weak to do it?’ 
 
    ‘Elera!!!’ 
 
    Plop. 
 
    ‘What in the name of the gods are you all whining about?’ 
 
    All five of us turned to the entrance to the tunnel where the water flowed from. 
 
    Elera was stood there, as naked as we had left her, gracefully ringing the water from her hair. 
 
    She looked more healthy, more invigorated, more beautiful than I had ever known her to be. 
 
    ‘What…’ I stuttered. ‘How…?’ 
 
    ‘What, how, what?’ Elera frowned in confusion. ‘I am sorry for being blunt, husband, but you are speaking like an idiot. Did you hit your head?’ 
 
    It really feels that way. 
 
    ‘How are you okay?’ I exclaimed. ‘When did you wake up? Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘Hurt? Gods, no, I feel better than ever! Especially since things became hotter again.’ 
 
    ‘But the forest. You… You used your frost magic. You collapsed. I thought you were…’ 
 
    ‘Thought I was what?’ She asked obliviously. 
 
    ‘Dead.’ 
 
    The rest of my wives all said it at the same time. 
 
    Elera looked between us all like we had just told her the sky was falling. 
 
    ‘… Dead? What are you talking about?’ 
 
    ‘What’s the last thing you remember?’ 
 
    My nymph pondered for a minute, tapping a blue finger against her chin. 
 
    ‘We killed that ghastly dark-elf and his minions, we slept in his mansion for a few days, and then… I don’t remember.’ 
 
    I recounted the entire story of what had happened at the land of the free people – the orc attack, the retaliation and the explosion of frost magic that she had given off right before passing out. 
 
    ‘I remember none of that.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ Lara interrupted, holding her hands up before her. ‘Let me just get this straight – you have a huge gap in your memory and you don’t think to question what happened in that gap, or even why you have that gap in the first place?’ 
 
    Elera’s mouth squirmed up as she thought for a moment. 
 
    ‘That is a good point,’ she admitted. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods,’ Lara sighed, rolling her eyes. ‘You know, for somebody as cunning as you, nymph, you certainly can be stupid.’ 
 
    Elera scoffed in mock-shock and flicked a channel of water at Lara expertly, striking her in the face. 
 
    Santana and Talia broke into fits of laughter while Ariadne tried to hold her composure together. 
 
    Lara clenched her eyes shut and wiped the water away. 
 
    ‘No, you know what?’ She said calmly. ‘I’m going to be the bigger person. Again.’ 
 
    I didn’t think that Elera’s social customs meant she even knew what being the bigger person meant. 
 
    My huntress and my nymph both glared back at each other sternly, their hands clasped on their hips, until finally- 
 
    ‘Oh, come here!’ 
 
    Lara threw herself at Elera and they fell into the water in an embrace, holding each other close. 
 
    ‘You know I’d never want anything to happen to you!’ Lara said. 
 
    Elera hugged her back, mainly out of imitating customs than anything else. 
 
    Lara finally composed herself and dragged herself away, glancing around at us all. 
 
    ‘That never happened,’ she said sternly. ‘I am a woman of will.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you are,’ Ariadne laughed. 
 
    ‘Anyway,’ I started, ‘now we’re back we can start enjoying the spoils of the battle. There are more riches, gold and jewels in those carts than I even know what to do with.’ 
 
    ‘Riches?’ Elera’s ears perked up. 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Lara smirked sarcastically. ‘Why did I ever doubt for a second where your loyalties truly lied?’ 
 
    ‘Many a sailor showered me with gold for the promise of a smile back in the wilds. It’s the shine. I cannot help it.’ 
 
    ‘You really don’t remember what we found?’ I said to her. ‘Come on, it’s time to unpack.’ 
 
    We dressed and returned to the land. The sun had pulled itself fully over the horizon by the time we arrived. 
 
    Alorion arrived at that moment, bidding us all good morning. 
 
    ‘Elera! You are alive!’ 
 
    ‘As are you, imp. These are facts.’ 
 
    They frowned at each other, both in their own throes of confusion. 
 
    ‘Good to see you are safe,’ he said politely, before shaking his head in confusion and joining me. 
 
    My wives began to trawl through the carts and wagons, exploring our plunder, and I intended to join them. 
 
    But something else caught my attention. 
 
    A new totem had appeared. 
 
    ‘Do you know what this is?’ I asked Alorion. 
 
    ‘Not a clue. Master Marlo unlocked several totems during his tenure upon this land, but this one I have never seen before.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s check it out.’ 
 
    I approached the totem and examined the small statue at its platform. Each totem possessed its own small statue that indicated its purpose, but this one was a little more cryptic. 
 
    This one presented a series of small houses, and a large tree at the center. It was a depiction of a tribal land. 
 
    ‘Here goes nothing.’ 
 
    I tapped the statue, and a digital panel appeared before me, floating in the air. 
 
    Master Jack Hawthorne has acquired four tribal lands. 
 
    Master Jack Hawthorne has acquired the Master Totem. 
 
    ‘The Master Totem,’ I read to Alorion, the screen only being viewable to myself. ‘I’ve acquired four tribal lands in total now, and that seems to have unlocked this totem.’ 
 
    ‘I have never heard of this,’ Alorion said in surprise. ‘Master Marlo never took control of any other lands.’ 
 
    ‘Probably the reason why.’ 
 
    Another line appeared below.  
 
    Unlock Master Totem – 1000GP 
 
    ‘What a rip-off.’ 
 
    ‘A rip-off?’ 
 
    ‘It’s expensive, I mean.’ 
 
    ‘All things of value are.’ 
 
    ‘I guess you’re right,’ I laughed. ‘As usual.’ 
 
    I unlocked the totem and a menu appeared. 
 
    The menus on my other totems all included a long list of unlockable items that could be built. Each list seemed to expand as I progressed further in my travels and adventures, with structures and craftable items falling into two categories: 
 
    a)    Items that could be unlocked with gold acquired on my adventures. 
 
    b)    Schematics that allowed additional specialist items to be crafted. 
 
    Schematics were often a bitch to come by. They were scattered across Agraria, available at specific merchants or in the possession of roaming beings, with each schematic creating specific items like potions, weapons and other useful items 
 
    The Master Totem only included one item that could be crafted. 
 
    But, boy, was it a big one. 
 
    Upgrade Tribe Master’s Home 
 
    Cost – 5000GP 
 
    I turned and looked over my shoulder at my treehouse home. Alongside Alorion and my wives, it had been the only constant and sure thing in this world, the place that I had always come to after a long day of trying not to get killed. 
 
    5000 gold pieces was a lot of coin, but with our newfound wealth we could spare it. 
 
    I always put my tribe first, and now that we had reached a new level of wealth I could look towards myself. 
 
    I activated the upgrade and the window vanished. 
 
    And… 
 
    Nothing happened. 
 
    ‘Are we waiting for something?’ Alorion asked skeptically as we turned to look up at my home. 
 
    ‘I knew this was going to be a rip-off,’ I sighed. ‘It was supposed to upgrade the treehouse. No doubt I’ll go in there now and find that the furniture is softer or I’ve got more inventory space in my chest. 5000 gold pieces, right down the drai-’ 
 
    Mmmm... 
 
    A rumble jolted through the ground. Alorion grabbed hold of the leg of my pants to steady himself. 
 
    My wives all looked our way. From the back of the wagon, gold pieces began to spill as the ground shook harder. 
 
    ‘What’s happening?’ Talia asked, climbing to the roof of the wagon and looking about. ‘Is this an earthquake?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ I replied. ‘I think we should get clear of the tree.’ 
 
    We all backed up from the shade of the branches into a clear area. Several of my citizens looked our way in confusion. 
 
    ‘It’s all right!’ I called out. ‘At least I think it is… Just stay away from any loose objects.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?’ Lara exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Just a little DIY,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘What does that mean?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Home improvements,’ I shouted over the rumbling. ‘But judging by the shaking I may have made a huge mistake…’ 
 
    The rumbles came more aggressive. Before my eyes the tree suddenly began to change shape. Huge clouds of dried dirt were thrown up into the air, clouding my view of my home in a thick mess of dust. 
 
    We all rushed further back, keeping a distance that never seemed to be safe, until the rumbling stopped and the dust quickly began to swirl back to the ground. 
 
    Silence, then- 
 
    WAAAAAHHHHH. 
 
    Tormus, Eri and Oden emerged from their home to the north. 
 
    Suffice it to say, Oden was definitely not happy about his nap time being disturbed. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Master Jack,’ Eri shouted sarcastically. 
 
    ‘He’s a growing boy,’ Tormus chuckled. ‘A little danger will make him strong.’ 
 
    ‘Then you can enjoy the fruits of this danger,’ Eri nodded, passing Oden to Tormus before returning inside to tend to the breakfast. 
 
    He shrugged at me and I shrugged back with a smile, before returning to the sight of my home. 
 
    If the tree had been big before, it was gigantic now. 
 
    The trunk had thickened several feet, and its height had practically doubled. The branches overhead had thickened and multiplied, and the greenery covering them grew and blossomed before my eyes as thousands of leaves spread thickly, forming a huge canopy. 
 
    Once the final rumbles of growth had ceased and the dust had settled, the seven of us couldn’t make it inside quickly enough. 
 
    The first floor where myself and my wives had been living remained unchanged save for plenty of extra room and a few misplaced belongings that had taken a tumble to the ground. 
 
    The expansion of a few feet hadn’t been just for the sake of it, though. 
 
    Spanning half of the first floor’s perimeter was a wooden staircase that led up to a second floor, supported by a newly-appeared wooden ceiling three yards overhead. 
 
    We rushed up to the stairs to the second floor, finding a wide space identical in size to the one below. 
 
    It was empty – for now. 
 
    But there was plenty of room to build. 
 
    ‘This is amazing,’ Santana smiled warmly. ‘We can turn this place into such a home… Is that another staircase?’ 
 
    We had all been so enamored by the addition of the second floor that we failed to notice the next set of stairs that gripped the trunk’s inner sides. 
 
    This is insane. 
 
    We rushed up to the third floor. The walls narrowed a little here, but there was still plenty of space. 
 
    And this room wasn’t empty. 
 
    Situated in the center of the room was a stone slab, positioned horizontally like a large table and suspended on carved stone columns. It was similar to the slab in the Map Room just outside of the front door, where I had held several strategic meetings with the closest advisors of my tribe before we made big decisions. 
 
    I approached the platform and placed my hand on the slab, just as I would normally do in the Map Room. 
 
    The platform lit up with the usual grid, and a window appeared before me. 
 
    Master Jack Hawthorne has accessed the Master Table. 
 
    Activate the Master Table? 
 
    Yes/No 
 
    I tapped Yes and read the next window. 
 
    Welcome to the Master Table, Master Jack Hawthorne. This function, granted to all tribe master’s in control of four lands or more, grants holistic control over the Tribe Master’s World. 
 
    The Tribe Master’s World. 
 
    I liked the sound of that more than I cared to admit. 
 
    I read on. 
 
    From the Master Table, you can view all peoples and resources currently under your command, including tribe members, rights, land, explored territories and resources, as well as communications options with other tribes. 
 
    Begin. 
 
    I tapped the button, and a tiled menu appeared categorizing everything. 
 
    Citizens 
 
    Rights and Hierarchy 
 
    Land 
 
    Discovered Territories 
 
    Resources 
 
    Communications 
 
    I tapped Citizens, and a long list of every one of my citizens appeared, each with a name and an image. 
 
    ‘Holy crap,’ I laughed. ‘This is incredible. I can view everything from here, examine everything…’ 
 
    I pressed the Communications option, and four new windows appeared, each corresponding to the four other lands I controlled. 
 
    I tapped the tile for the Rourke Homestead, and a translucent keyboard suddenly emerged from the table. The letters were arranged in alphabetical order. 
 
    Not likely that Agraria would have a qwerty keyboard at hand, let’s be honest. 
 
    It was a small concession, though; using this mechanism, I could now communicate remotely with every single one of my lands instantly. 
 
    This added a whole new level of protection to my tribe. If anyone was in trouble, I could immediately find out simply by opening the tab and receiving or sending a message. 
 
    ‘There’s still one more level,’ Talia commented, nodding to the opposite side of the room. 
 
    There were no more stairs; instead a tough ladder led to a hatch in the roof of the trunk. 
 
    I went first, taking the rungs and pushing the hatch open. 
 
    Morning light flooded into the Control Room immediately, almost blinding me. 
 
    I adjusted and clambered out. 
 
    I found myself standing upon a crow’s nest. Guarded wooden rails barred the edges from sending me falling through the branches, which was a godsend considering I was quickly joined by Alorion and my wives. 
 
    We squeezed in together, looking out over the top of the green canopy at the view. 
 
    ‘Wow…’ Santana sighed happily. 
 
    ‘Now this is a view,’ Ariadne whispered in awe. 
 
    The peak was just a little higher than the treetops of the forest, allowing a view all around for miles. 
 
    Maybe it didn’t compare to the view over the land and the hills from the mansion, but this was still a hundred times better. 
 
    This was our home – and it was safe. 
 
    Although maybe not designed for this many people. 
 
    ‘I swear, nymph, I’m going to elbow you on a one-way trek down to those branches if you don’t stop pushing me,’ Lara shoved at Elera. 
 
    ‘Try me, I’ll freeze you solid.’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t dare.’ 
 
    ‘… No, I wouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Good to see we’re back to our old ways,’ I smiled. ‘Come on, let’s go kick back.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    Back when I had made my first deal with the sun-elves they had paid me in raw gold. 
 
    Not with an easy sweep of hands that quickly and efficiently transferred such a large amount of wealth as thousands of gold pieces into my inventory. 
 
    No – pure, raw gold, heaped into the back of several carts that were transferred by hand in huge sacks. 
 
    Master Artrix, Mariana’s father and predecessor, had explained exactly why he chose to do it this way, and I remembered his reasoning like it was yesterday. 
 
    Gold looked better outside Agraria’s interface then inside it. The sheer magnitude of a large amount standing before you made a statement, not just to others but to yourself. 
 
    At the time it had seemed like a strange way to go about things. It was slow, inconvenient and much more susceptible to theft from enemies. 
 
    Now that I had come into so much raw gold, though, I had to admit that the man had a point. 
 
    I considered going about the process efficiently and getting on with the job of transferring it all to my inventory. 
 
    But where was the fun in that? 
 
    So we did exactly what we wanted to do. 
 
    We took every last bag of gold, every last chest overflowing with jewelry and gemstones, and every last shimmering item, and carted them into the treehouse. 
 
    We had so much gold that we didn’t know where to put it. 
 
    Piles of gold and gemstones were scattered in every corner and across every surface, topped with rubies and emeralds. 
 
    Boxes and chests had been tipped, the gold scattering across the floorboards in luxurious waves of shimmering yellow, glimmering in the sunlight seeping in through the windows. 
 
    Upstairs was the same story. Riches covered the floor, rolling and scattering from their containers, clattering down the stairs and covering every surface. 
 
    Mustering the energy to count was beyond me at this point, but the collective worth of it all was well in excess of 100,000GP. 
 
    As midday approached and we emptied the last of the gold into the newly upgraded treehouse, the humidity and heat that I had grown used to in Agraria finally returned. 
 
    The winter spell was well and truly over, and the long summer carried on. 
 
    My wives stripped down to their underwear to alleviate the effects of the heat. 
 
    Five beautiful women skimping about naked in a room filled with gold. 
 
    This is what I imagined heaven looked like. 
 
    I relaxed on the bed with a glass of fine wine that I had found upon the dark-elf land and took a breather. 
 
    If any occasion called for a drink, it was this one. 
 
    Talia snuggled up to my side on the bed, wearing a red bra and lingerie the same shade of the dress that she had been wearing the first time we had spent the night together. 
 
    ‘Have you got a liking for that color?’ I asked her as she took a sip from her own glass of wine. 
 
    ‘Do you think I would look better in any other color?’ She replied, running a slender hand across my abs and over my pants, teasing me gently. 
 
    ‘You’ve got me there,’ I chuckled. 
 
    Santana sat the other side of me, poring over the first of many volumes as she sat cross-legged at my side. 
 
    The yellowed pages of the old book contrasted against the paleness of her skin, and even more with the flawless white underwear that she wore around her slim body. 
 
    Against both, her long red hair clashed incredibly, pulled into a loose ponytail. 
 
    ‘There are more volumes here than I could get through in a lifetime,’ she remarked. ‘The Magenta Tales, Higgins’ Travels Upon the River… This is an unbelievable collection.’ 
 
    ‘If you find anything that their previous owner might have left behind in their pages, let me know. This is all of the pure wealth, but there are plenty of miscellaneous items filling the carts that we haven’t even checked yet.’ 
 
    ‘I shall keep a keen eye out,’ she smiled, snuggling up to my side and turning the page. 
 
    ‘You know,’ Elera commented, lying down completely naked on a bed of gold coins next to the bath. ‘This isn’t quite as relaxing as I thought it would be.’ 
 
    ‘Any particular reason?’ Ariadne smiled from the rug by the bed, where she was examining a pile of uncut gems. 
 
    ‘Well, for one thing there’s a gold coin sticking right into my behind.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how I feel all the time with you,’ Lara said. ‘You are the metaphorical gold coin.’ 
 
    ‘Aww, you think I’m like gold?’ Elera smiled over at her. 
 
    Lara rolled her eyes with a smile and turned her attention to the mirror, jutting out her round behind in her tight black underwear and examining herself. 
 
    ‘What about this?’ She asked, turning to face us. ‘A slightly different look.’ A golden tiara was mounted on her head. 
 
    ‘I think it suits you perfectly,’ I said from the bed, taking a sip of wine. ‘Maybe not in the throes of battle, but if we get invited to another event with a neighboring tribe.’ 
 
    ‘The sun-elf dresses!’ She exclaimed, her eyes widening in realization. ‘These would go perfectly with my silk gown.’ 
 
    Lara sauntered over to one of the few chests in the treehouse that didn’t contain gold, her buxom breasts bouncing with every step she took, and scanned the contents. 
 
    Even if she was a formidable fighter, she knew that she looked good, and she knew how to look good. 
 
    ‘I think I may have come up with a better solution,’ Elera said, heaving a chest of several hundred gold pieces to the bath and tipping the contents into the water. 
 
    Once every last piece had tumbled in, she followed the gold and sank into the steamy water. 
 
    ‘That is so much better…’ She sighed, closing her eyes and resting her head back. 
 
    ‘That’s not exactly hygienic, is it?’ Ariadne chuckled. 
 
    ‘But oh-so worth it,’ Elera moaned in pleasure. 
 
    ‘You know,’ Santana said, glancing up from her book, ‘if we brought all of this back to the cave it would be like a hidden treasure.’ 
 
    ‘There was a story just like that back in my world,’ I said, taking another drink. 
 
    ‘And what did the adventurers do with their spoils?’ Santana asked eagerly, propping herself up on her elbow. 
 
    ‘Let’s just say they weren’t half as creative as we are with our riches.’ 
 
    ‘I can imagine,’ she laughed. ‘Gods, look at all this…’ 
 
    ‘Indulge yourself,’ Lara said. ‘Your body is to die for, Santana. You deserve some of this.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she smiled. ‘I’ve just never been one for this sort of world… I’ve never even seen this much gold before.’ 
 
    ‘Then enjoy it. Don’t be shy.’ 
 
    Santana set her book aside on the bedside table and crossed to Lara, her tight behind shaking from side to side in her pristine white underwear. 
 
    ‘There’s mo-o-re than enough to go around,’ Lara offered. ‘Take your pick.’ 
 
    Santana bent over, her behind sticking even higher into the air as she rifled through an unsorted chest of jewels, goblets and gemstones. 
 
    ‘Wow…’ 
 
    She produced a thick necklace with a large ruby hanging from its silver chains. Lara moved behind her and hooked it for her. Santana ran a hand over her chest and down to her perky breasts, fondling the ruby. 
 
    ‘How does that feel?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘Nice,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Nice?’ Lara laughed teasingly. ‘You’re the most well-read of us all, and nice is what comes to mind?’ 
 
    ‘Alluring, pleasing, tempting, enchanting,’ Santana chimed, pushing Lara lightly. ‘That good enough for you?’ 
 
    ‘Now she’s making you look like a fool,’ Ariadne smiled. 
 
    ‘I am a fool,’ Lara said. ‘You look amazing, Santana.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you… Let’s see what else there is in this chest.’ 
 
    ‘See, now you’ve got a taste for the good life.’ 
 
    ‘If this isn’t the good life,’ I added, gesturing to the thousands upon thousands of pieces of gold and gems glimmering all around us. ‘I don’t know what is.’ 
 
    ‘Cheers to that,’ Ariadne agreed, pouring herself a glass of wine and knocking it against mine from the rug by the bed. 
 
    Santana’s hand was buried so deep into the chest that she and Lara were tending to that her entire forearm was lost in treasure. 
 
    ‘There’s something else down here,’ she frowned. ‘Something big… And smooth.’ 
 
    ‘Well it can’t be our husband,’ Lara said. ‘He’s big, but not exactly smooth.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a compliment,’ I said, finishing off the last of my wine in a grateful gulp. 
 
    ‘You definitely should.’ 
 
    ‘Hang on…’ Santana strained. ‘Got it.’ 
 
    She lifted the large item out of the chest among a cluster of clattering gold coins that scattered over the floor. 
 
    ‘What is this thing?’ She mused, turning and showing it to me. 
 
    A chill ran through my whole body the moment I laid eyes on it. 
 
    I couldn’t leap up from the bed fast enough. 
 
    ‘Put it down,’ I said. ‘Very carefully.’ 
 
    Santana lowered the urn to the ground and set it down with a quiet clunk on the floorboards. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Talia asked. 
 
    ‘Garrison showed me one back at his land,’ I gulped, not taking my eyes off it. ‘It contained the thing that possessed him. The demon.’ 
 
    If my wives weren’t already on edge, they damn well were now. 
 
    All six of us stared at in silence. 
 
    ‘Where’s the first one?’ Lara finally asked. 
 
    ‘I hid it in my inventory when we were clearing out the valuables.’ 
 
    ‘Can we put this with it too?’ 
 
    ‘With everything that’s happened since yesterday I’d actually forgotten about it. I wanted to put it somewhere else, I just couldn’t think where. Now there’s this one to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘This presents quite the problem,’ Santana realized. ‘I doubt we can destroy them, but we can hide them. All we need to do is find a place that nobody will ever go. Ever.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right. These aren’t items that can just be left lying around, especially since we now know what’s lurking inside of them.’ 
 
    ‘But we don’t know what’s inside this new one for definite, right?’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘Nope,’ I replied. ‘But we don’t have a way of finding out other than opening it.’ 
 
    Schrodinger’s freaking Demon, I thought to myself. 
 
    Yet again, Elera dropped her daily dose of wisdom without even realizing it. 
 
    ‘Could we not just put them back where we found them?’ Elera opined. 
 
    ‘The treehouse at the new land?’ I said. 
 
    ‘No,’ Elera smiled with a shake of her head. ‘Back where they came from. You said that the dark-elf man told you it was from deep below the earth. Could we not just put it back there?’ 
 
    I was so stuck for a hiding place for these damned items that my mind immediately diverted to doubting Elera’s suggestion. 
 
    Problem was, I couldn’t actually find a problem with her suggestion. 
 
    ‘That’s… A damn good idea.’ 
 
    ‘What mines do we have access to?’ Santana asked. 
 
    Lara and I exchanged a look. 
 
    ‘Just one,’ we both said in unison. 
 
    We both knew exactly what we were thinking of: the mineshaft on the warrior’s land. 
 
    It was the location in which we had fought off the shelled monsters that had been waiting down there for God knows how long just to devour foolish miners that happened upon them. 
 
    It was the last place I wanted to go, but I knew it was a place where nobody else would ever go either. 
 
    ‘I’ll keep it in my inventory for now,’ I said, lifting the item carefully and dropping it out of sight into my personal keep. ‘First chance I get I’ll make a trip to the mine.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ Elera smiled from the bathtub, ‘that was rather exciting, wasn’t it?’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With both of the demon urns kept safely out of sight and out of mind, we spent the rest of the day relaxing in our upgraded treehouse. By nightfall we were all dozing off to sleep in a haze of heat, wine and the occasional sip of moonseed mixed with taurem milk. 
 
    At nightfall I pulled on an overshirt and ventured out onto the land. Changeover for the lookout posts had just taken place, and our land was secure. 
 
    Which meant that it was time to start asserting the tribe’s dominance beyond our borders. 
 
    I took a long walk along the perimeter line, moving through the recovering grass and considering the terrifying life forms that existed inside the urns. 
 
    I knew little about these demons and their origins, other than the fact that they had come from somewhere deep below the earth. 
 
    Just like the pegasi, it was a mystery how Garrison had managed to bottle them into these metaphorical casks, or if he had even been the one to do it in the first place. 
 
    Maybe he had found them that way. 
 
    But one thing was clear: they were made in the same place that the agrarium was. 
 
    Garrison’s possessed body had managed to stave off the vaporizing effects of the blade at my side. 
 
    And that meant there were other things out there that could withstand the sword’s power. 
 
    I knew that moonstalker wasn’t a be-all end-all answer to our enemies. It was a melee weapon for one, and I couldn’t risk using it in close-quarters with my allies at the possibility of accidentally striking them. 
 
    All that coupled with the fact that my shots had to be on-target, and it would be easy to get over-confident when it really wasn’t justified. 
 
    Maybe the gods have better luck with these weapons. 
 
    That was what agrarium was allegedly used for, anyway. 
 
    I returned to my treehouse home well into the darkness of the evening to find my wives sleeping peacefully in my bed – all except for Elera. 
 
    I had almost lost her once already, and her absence sent a pang of dread through me. 
 
    I tip-toed upstairs to the second floor and then the third, but found no sign of her. 
 
    Overhead the hatch to the crow’s nest hung open, the light of the moon glimmering through. 
 
    I climbed up the ladder and found her there, looking out over the firelit land below. 
 
    Usually she was quick to show her affection, but this time she simply leaned against the barrier, admiring the view. 
 
    ‘What are you doing up here?’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t sleep.’ 
 
    ‘Something on your mind?’ 
 
    My nymph took a long pause. 
 
    ‘How long have you been in control of this land, now, husband?’ She finally asked, turning to me. 
 
    ‘I’ve lost track. A few months, maybe? Maybe more.’ 
 
    ‘And in that time you have built all of this.’ 
 
    ‘Mmhmm,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘You are so ambitious. What is our next course of action?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to expand the perimeter line tomorrow. I’m going to claim another twenty yards of forest, and then we’re going to build a high stone wall with traps either side.’ 
 
    ‘Even more ambitious,’ she smiled. ‘What else?’ 
 
    ‘More things than I can count beyond our borders. Trade lines between our lands so that we can speed up any transit between them, as well as establishing outposts to keep any of our roaming citizens safe on their travels. But never mind that, how are you feeling?’ 
 
    ‘Umm…’ Elera hesitated. ‘Okay.’ 
 
    ‘Just okay? I thought you were feeling better than ever this morning?’ 
 
    ‘I was, but over the course of the day I have begun to feel strange. I came up for some fresh air in the hopes that it would help, but it hasn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe it’s just your body getting over the exertion of what you did. It did knock you out cold, no pun intended. Maybe you need to spend some more time in the pool at the cave.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she smiled wistfully. ‘I think I know what I need, husband.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘You.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ I smirked. ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘What you say happened out in the forest when we were fending off the orcs, what happened with my frost magic… I have never been able to do that before.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Before you did it you said that you could it.’ 
 
    ‘I only wanted to help… I mean, I don’t recall what happened, but if such a thing happened then that is why I would do it. I know my mind is often clouded by water and gold, but I love this tribe, and I would do anything to protect it. 
 
    ‘I have fought off predators in this world before with my sister-nymphs, sometimes many at a time. I have never been able to summon such energy. Not even close.’ 
 
    ‘So what caused it?’ 
 
    ‘I think… That it was you.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘That new blade of yours grants you great power, but back at the mansion where we spent the last few days that blue glow began to spread through our bodies, yours too. It has seemingly had no effect… But I think I may have found its effect. That same warm feeling that I get when you touch me, that I got when that color was glowing within me… That is what I felt when I first woke up in the cave this morning. 
 
    ‘Talia, Santana, Ariadne, Lara… They are all skilled fighters, but their abilities are not innate. As a nymph mine are embedded within me. I think that when you passed that strange energy onto me, it… Boosted my magic abilities somehow. 
 
    ‘I did not know how to tell you. You have done so much for me, husband, and I know that you care for me and the others. 
 
    ‘That burst of energy that I used seems to have exhausted me. I know my body, and it is telling me what I need to return to my true self… I need you. You can replenish me and make me whole.’ 
 
    Elera ran her hands smoothly over my chest and up to the back of my neck, her cool touch sending chills through me as she pressed her lips to mine. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her, feeling the coldness of her body slowly becoming warmer as she pressed herself to me. 
 
    Then, through the darkness against the closed lids of my eyes, I felt the blue glow. 
 
    We pulled slowly away from each other and opened our eyes. The shimmering blue light was passing through both of us. 
 
    ‘There,’ she said. ‘Do you see?’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    I understood now – this was the way to replenish her. 
 
    Elera unbuttoned my overshirt with her gentle fingers and pulled it aside, exposing my scarred, toned torso. 
 
    This world had hurt me in more than one way, but it had also toned my body and given me pleasures that I had never known before. 
 
    Greater risks for greater rewards. 
 
    Within moments we had pulled our clothes from each other, exposed to the warm night air on this unseen perch above my land. 
 
    My growing hardness pressed between Elera’s legs as our bodies collided in a passionate embrace, running our lips over each other’s necks. She was already soaked, longing to have me. 
 
    She gracefully positioned herself on the barrier, perching upon it and opening her legs, begging for me to enter her. 
 
    I moved between her legs, holding her close to me and kissing her passionately. 
 
    ‘Do it now…’ She whispered as my hard length touched between her legs once more. 
 
    I pushed into her, feeling her wet tightness surround me. 
 
    ‘Yes…’ She whispered. ‘That’s what I need…’ 
 
    I ran my hands over her slender back and down to her firm behind as I thrusted into her. Her firm breasts pushed against my chiseled chest as she moaned with pleasure, gently sinking her teeth into my neck. 
 
    ‘You feel amazing,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘So do you, husband…’ 
 
    The faster I moved, the brighter the light between us began to glow. It rushed through our bodies, eventually taking on the form of ethereal swirls that swam around our arms, snaking over our torsos and around our legs. 
 
    She had been right. 
 
    The mysterious energy passing between us felt both pleasurable and draining in tandem, coursing between us in relieving pulses. 
 
    The bucking waves of pleasure as I moved inside of her were a commanding force that consumed me completely. 
 
    I could hardly stand up straight. 
 
    Elera wrapped her legs over my back, pulling me deeper into her. 
 
    Knowing that my legs were about to give out on me, I sank down to the floor and let her straddle me against the floorboards. 
 
    In the moonlight she took control, planting her warming hands on my chest and sinking her nails lightly into my skin. 
 
    The light passing between us was growing ever-brighter now. 
 
    ‘Yes… Yes…!’ 
 
    Her blue, flawless body looked incredible in the moonlight. She held her shoulders back, throwing her head back and shaking out her dark hair behind her as she looked to the sky. 
 
    As the feeling grew in intensity and her body began to shake in the throes of her climax, she fell forward atop me. 
 
    Her words of approval became incoherent pleased moans as she held onto me, grinding her hips against mine and kissing me hard. 
 
    ‘Ahhh…!’ 
 
    Now that I was replenishing Elera, my nymph’s body taking the energy that she needed, I could feel every single drop of it leaving me. 
 
    It was like bathing in pure, untainted ecstasy. 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ Elera moaned, pressing her forehead to mine and gazing deeply into my eyes. ‘Give me it… Make me whole again!’ 
 
    The familiar blue light coursed through our veins, rushing through our bodies as I gave Elera my seed, filling my nymph with the energy she craved. 
 
    Holding her close to me as we climaxed, I couldn’t register another thing in this world. 
 
    This new feeling had taken me completely. 
 
    ‘How does that feel?’ I panted. 
 
    ‘Much, much better, husband,’ Elera smiled, nuzzling herself against my neck. 
 
    After many minutes of indulging in our intimacy, we finally managed to pull ourselves from each other and descend the treehouse levels. 
 
    The second floor was a sight to behold, filled with our excess wealth, but the first floor was the epitome of it all. 
 
    Piles of jewels, gold and valuables, and amongst it all my cozy bed by the fireside, where the rest of my wives were sleeping peacefully. 
 
    Elera and I climbed into bed among them. She quickly fell to sleep, and I was right behind, but not before the thoughts of what laid ahead crossed my mind. 
 
    A new world had opened up before me. 
 
    With this much gold and so few threats, the next day held so many possibilities, with one above all calling to me. 
 
    Time to build. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    ‘So that’s what caused your powers to do that?’ 
 
    After a much-needed lie-in the next morning, the rest of my wives sat around among the riches in our bedroom, listening intently to the story that Elera and I told. 
 
    ‘It seems that way,’ my nymph nodded. 
 
    ‘But Elera’s magic powers are innate – everyone else’s are developed skills,’ I said. ‘I don’t know if the same thing can happen to the rest of you girls with your fighting abilities.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps it is like a muscle,’ Santana suggested. ‘Muscles get bigger the more you use them, no? By that logic, if we use our abilities slowly at first, we may be able to grow them up to a stronger and more stable level… Whatever these abilities are, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Santana has a point,’ Lara said. ‘Muscles can tear if you put them under too much strain. Maybe that is what happened with you, Elera. I’ve snapped plenty of bow strings in my time after putting them under too much pressure.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just try not to do anything too drastic in the meantime,’ I said. 
 
    I dressed for the day ahead, pulling on my trusty boots, tough pants and a fresh overshirt before equipping moonstalker in its sheath at my waist. 
 
    I chanced a look in the mirror. My face had taken on a tanned sheen, and my dark hair had grown a little longer. I swept it back out of my face, revealing my dark eyes and emphasizing the growing stubble around my cheeks. 
 
    After a quick trip to the Master Table on the third floor, I gave my wives inventory rights over the various riches scattered across the first two floors of the treehouse. 
 
    While they took stock and began to organize it into various categories, I headed out into the sunny morning light of Agraria’s new summer. 
 
    Let’s hope this one lasts forever. 
 
    I found Alorion asleep by the side of a fox-man keeping watch on the northern tower. 
 
    ‘Got a job for you, man.’ 
 
    ‘Always, Master Jack, always,’ he said groggily, waking and blinking against the light. ‘What can I do for you?’ 
 
    A few minutes later he was dutifully making his way through the abundance of miscellaneous items stacked in no conceivable order in the large inventories of our carts and wagons. 
 
    ‘I’m going to upgrade the storage building for everything that isn’t too raw gold or riches,’ I said. ‘We need four categories: Junk, Weapons & Armor, Crafting, and a Miscellaneous section.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the difference between Junk and Miscellaneous?’ 
 
    ‘Junk is everything we have no use for. Miscellaneous is everything that doesn’t fit into the other categories, but we might still have some use for. That make sense?’ 
 
    ‘Exceedingly,’ Alorion assured me, taking quickly to the job. 
 
    With my most trusted companions taking stock of our valuables, I headed across to Cass’s house where Jeremiah and Lola where staying. 
 
    I hadn’t seen the condition that Lola was in since we had returned to the land; it had seemed better for Jeremiah to take care of her. 
 
    He was a man of the gods and a humble man at that, but ever since he had given me his blessing to cut down the orcs there was no way that I wanted to come between him and his love. 
 
    But it turned out there was no need to worry about that anymore. 
 
    ‘Morning, tribe master,’ Lola said with an endearing eyebrow. She was seated at the dining table with Cass and Jeremiah. A large bandage was wrapped under her armpit and over her shoulder, but aside from that she looked okay. 
 
    Behind the trio, Aden was hunched over the stove cooking up a fine-smelling breakfast of steak, bacon and eggs.  
 
    ‘Oh, thank god,’ I laughed, rushing over and embracing her at the table. 
 
    ‘Good to see you too,’ she laughed. ‘Ouch, watch the shoulder.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I said, withdrawing quickly. ‘You’ve no idea how happy I am to see you’re okay.’ 
 
    ‘Apparently not as happy as my man, here,’ she grinned, nodding to Jeremiah. ‘He claims that he never left my side after I was struck. Is that true?’ 
 
    ‘Every word. I think he would have killed every one of those orcs with his bare hands if it meant saving your life.’ 
 
    ‘So he is a man of his word,’ Lola said, drawing in Jeremiah for a kiss. ‘I never doubted you for a second.’ 
 
    ‘That sounded convincing,’ Cass chuckled, chewing through a mouthful of bacon. 
 
    ‘You’re alive,’ I said to Lola, ‘and that’s what matters. I’m sorry this happened in the first place. I shouldn’t have let my guard down.’  
 
    ‘Water under the bridge,’ she said casually, batting a hand at me. ‘To say that this is the first time I have suffered an injury in months, especially considering that I work with animals, is a gift. I should be the one thanking you. Jeremiah tells me you risked life and limb to acquire the cure to the greenthorn poisoning.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like plenty of orcs gave their limbs in exchange for it,’ Cass said, pouring me a cup of milk. ‘Serves them right, feral monstrosities.’ 
 
    ‘Grayholde was raided by orcs many years ago,’ Aden said, his voice so deep it almost shook the house on its foundations. ‘They were easily fended off, but not without the lives of many good miners lost. Vicious creatures…’ 
 
    ‘Well, they won’t be coming around again,’ I assured them. ‘I’m guessing it’s too early to start asking about the pegasi?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Lola has news. She is the expert out of the two of us.’ 
 
    ‘Good news?” I asked. 
 
    ‘Neutral news,’ Lola replied. ‘I checked on them this morning. Felt a little groggy but I couldn’t wait to meet them. They are still very rattled from their time in the dark, but with some care they should be back to full health in a few days. First we need to get them out of their cages, but they will need to remain chained up. It’s natural that they will want to fly away. We need to make them loyal enough that departing this land becomes a terrible thought in their minds.’ 
 
    ‘You really think you can do that?’ I asked, impressed. 
 
    ‘Leave them with me,’ she winked, taking a generous drink of milk. ‘They’ll come around.’ 
 
    ‘I trust you. In the meantime, I don’t suppose you guys have another serving of bacon and eggs in the pan?’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you cook your own breakfast?’ Cass chuckled. 
 
    ‘I’m a busy man!’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘I’ll take it,’ Lola said, standing and crossing to the stove. ‘My shoulder feels better already, and it’s the least I can do for you, Master Jack.’ 
 
    I left the group in peace, taking with me a mess tin filled with bacon and scrambled egg – an army marched on its belly after all, even an army of one – and headed to the north-east of the land to meet with one of the many groups that lived upon my land. 
 
    The satyrs were a peaceful people that I had freed from The Market, back when I had first crossed paths with several other tribe masters. 
 
    They were all masters that had dealt in slaves – the one thing in Agraria that I found unforgivable. 
 
    The satyrs were a loyal, hardworking and peaceful people who hadn’t hesitated in fighting alongside me, even though they weren’t well-trained in battle. 
 
    Not to mention the fact that they were all adept at taking on any task they were given. 
 
    In summary, they were the perfect citizens. 
 
    They all practically stood to attention as I arrived at the pair of stone buildings that they called home. 
 
    ‘What can we do for you, Master Jack?’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to be creating another level of defense on these perimeter lines,’ I started. ‘It’ll be a high stone wall. We have a decent amount of stone in storage, but not nearly enough to construct it. We could mine it – there’s a passage into some caves west of here – but considering the amount that we need, it would take days of back-breaking labor to acquire it all. 
 
    ‘Building is easy. We’ve got the numbers for that. We just need to get the stone first. How are you all with sailing?’ 
 
    ‘We are no sailors,’ one said. ‘But we can learn quickly.’ 
 
    ‘Good enough for me,’ I smiled. ‘Let’s get started.’ 
 
    I set off towards the northern gates as the satyrs muttered in confusion. 
 
    ‘The passage to your ship is to the south, no?’ One of the satyrs said. 
 
    ‘It is,’ I replied, ‘but we need to claim the land we want to use first.’ 
 
    I had already granted temporary claiming rights that morning to the satyrs, and now it was time to use it. 
 
    I planted the flag I had generated into the ground outside of our land. Side by side, our group stepped forward and watched the blue squares of the claiming grid light up before us. 
 
    After a few quick cycles of the perimeter we had claimed another twenty yards of land into the forest. 
 
    Taking over a tribal land granted control over all of its powers and rights, but I had never claimed wild land before. 
 
    The Rourke Homestead where our livestock supplies were kept technically counted as wild land according to Agraria’s creation system, but the true wilds were those parts of the world that were untouched by the tribes. 
 
    The forest itself. 
 
    It held more dangers, more riches and more mysteries than anyone knew, even my companions who had lived here their whole lives. 
 
    But every shred of wild land that I claimed allowed me to extend the building functions of my tribal land. 
 
    And as tribe master, I could do a lot with it. 
 
    Once the land was claimed, the satyrs and I journeyed through the southern gates and along the forest trail for a mile until we reached the small alcove where the river met the forest. 
 
    There, floating in the waters, was the single most expensive possession that I owned. 
 
    The Bastion. A sailing ship in the old style of a Portuguese merchant vessel, the Bastion wasn’t exactly built for river warfare, but it did a damn fine job of transporting goods to and from the riverside trading posts that spanned the full length of the great rivers of Agraria that led into unexplored territory. 
 
    The pegasi would perhaps soon take the top spot as the most valuable individual possessions under my control, but for now this ship held the top position. 
 
    I climbed aboard the deck and looked around. Everything was in good shape, but our resident functionally-alcoholic captain was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘Captain Archie?’ I called out. ‘Archibald? Are you here?’ 
 
    A stack of crates on the portside suddenly toppled, and a tall figure with purple-tinged skin and pointed ears emerged, swinging an empty whisky bottle. 
 
    Enter – Captain Archibald Montague. 
 
    Drunk more than 50% of the time, but a damn fine ship captain, especially when working under pressure. 
 
    ‘I’ll kill you, you blackguard!’ 
 
    Although just a little dangerous. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah!’ I shouted, throwing up my arms. ‘It’s me, Captain!’ 
 
    ‘Tribe master?’ The drunken high-elf responded. ‘Oh, my apologies. It has been a while. How have you been?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you know, conquering enemy tribes, freeing slaves, plundering treasure,’ I remarked sarcastically. ‘The usual. How’s life on the high seas?’ 
 
    ‘On-board a ship like this? Grand! What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘How much do stone blocks currently sell for at the riverside trading posts?’ 
 
    ‘Depends on demand, but stone is abundant in this world. Acquiring it shouldn’t be a problem… Perhaps 1GP for 20 blocks?’ 
 
    ‘So just 500GP for 10,000 blocks? That’s a steal.’ 
 
    ‘10,000?! What are you building?’ 
 
    ‘A big freaking wall.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, that makes much more sense. I assume money is no object, but inventory space may be. It will require a few trips to move that kind of raw material.’ 
 
    ‘The satyrs here will help you out,’ I assured him, bringing up a trading window and transferring 500GP. ‘Just don’t make off with my gold.’ 
 
    ‘Very funny. Let us get to work, people.’ 
 
    The satyrs quickly boarded the Bastion as I returned to the shore. 
 
    While Archie and the satyrs journeyed upriver to the trading passages, I turned my attention back to my citizens. 
 
    Most possessed homes of their own and had established an open community not only among their own kind but among the tribal land as a whole. 
 
    Between the civilian homes located in the north-east of the land were pathways and small patches of vegetables and plants that had steadily been cultivated. 
 
    These weren’t down to me – I was only responsible for overseeing our crop production, and Tormus and Eri took the lead on farming it efficiently and carefully, getting the most out of our north and north-western fields to keep our tribe running and our stores heavily stocked. 
 
    Now that summer had returned, it could be started once again. 
 
    ‘Time to start planting,’ Eri said as I passed by her at their home in the north. ‘Think you can muster me some able-bodied farmers?’ 
 
    ‘Always,’ I smiled. ‘You couldn’t put Oden to work out there?’ 
 
    ‘Oden? With his appetite he would probably end up eating all of the seeds before I even started planting them. 
 
    ‘A GROWING BOY!’ Tormus bellowed from within the house, hearing our entire conversation. 
 
    I winced at the thought of Oden being about to cry, but instead he just started laughing at his father’s theatrics. 
 
    ‘My husband,’ Eri smiled, before looking to the sky. ‘The air is changing out here.’ 
 
    ‘I knew you were a good farmer but I didn’t know your senses were that good.’ 
 
    ‘When you spend so much time with your hands in the dirt, your heart connects with such things.’ 
 
    ‘What’s changing exactly?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure… Something in the weather. It has become too humid too quickly after that winter spell.’ 
 
    ‘Then we had better get to work.’ 
 
    I arrived in the north-east of the land and met with the fox-people, Ariadne’s kin. 
 
    The de-facto leader of the fox-people, a woman in her 40s, greeted me in their central hub not with an affirming handshake but with a tight hug as I led Arabelle and a cart stacked with various items over to them. 
 
    I’m going to have to start getting used to that. 
 
    ‘What’s that for?’ I asked her. 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing,’ she shrugged, pulling away from me but keeping her hands pressed to my shoulders like a proud mother seeing her eldest son going off for college, ‘just freeing members of my tribe who I thought were dead and bringing them back alive and safe.’ 
 
    ‘Well don’t hug me yet, I’ve still got plenty to do.’ 
 
    From the cart’s inventory I transferred many large stacks of stone and wood, as well as a supply of furniture and gold. 
 
    ‘I’m giving you all building rights over this area of land,’ I continued. ‘There are more of you, and that means more homes. Our community is always growing, and I’m trusting you all to help expand it.’ 
 
    The five fox-people who had lived on my land ever since the triumph over Werger some time ago were used to this kind of treatment now; they simply nodded in appreciation. 
 
    But the new members? They looked like they thought they were part of some big practical joke. 
 
    Unsettled glanced were passed around in abundance between them. 
 
    ‘It is all right,’ their leader said to both me and them. ‘Apologies, tribe master, they are not used to being treated so well.’ 
 
    ‘It’s no wonder. I’ve got a lot to do, so I’m leaving this in your hands. The only thing I ask before you get started is to meet with Tormus and Eri to get started with the new farming season.’ 
 
    The fox-people practically dropped what they were doing instantly and set off towards Tormus and Eri’s house, ready to receive their orders. 
 
    At one point Tormus had practically been able to feed the entire tribe by himself, but our numbers were now swelling and he was a father, so it was time to delegate the manual jobs to the strong and ready numbers we had. 
 
    I believed strongly that people should be able to live independently, as long as they weren’t being assholes to anybody around them. 
 
    What defined asshole was a little hazy, but in Agraria it came down to a few guiding principles that good people could generally agree on. 
 
    Don’t kill. 
 
    Don’t steal. 
 
    Don’t make anybody else’s life a misery. 
 
    Be good to one another. 
 
    It wasn’t much to ask of a civilized society, but Agraria wasn’t civilized. 
 
    Inside these walls, and the walls of the other lands that I controlled, though? I liked to think that we were ahead of the curve. 
 
    We had plentiful food and water, safe and strong homes, weapons and defenses, and above all good people. 
 
    My next job was to ensure that those good people were well-defended. 
 
    With the influx of gold that I had come into possession of after the raid on Garrison’s land, no price on the menu was too big. 
 
    But gold wasn’t the only fortune that the skirmish had granted me. 
 
    It had given me an idea. 
 
    When useless leaders were in charge, changes to how things were run were only ever made when something went wrong and people demanded action. 
 
    I was going to get ahead of that curve. 
 
    I returned to the Building Totem and began unlocking more constructs. 
 
    ‘There it is,’ I muttered, selecting the structure I needed and unlocking it. 
 
    Build Underground Chamber – Requires wood x300, stone x300. 
 
    Build? 
 
    I had enough for this in storage, and a price couldn’t be put on safety. 
 
    I clicked accept, and a large red grid, width eight yards and length twenty yards, appeared before me. 
 
    I moved out from beneath the canopy and crossed fifty yards into an open section of grass to the north-east, close by to the houses of my citizens. 
 
    The grid lit up blue, and I clicked Build. 
 
    The ground rumbled loudly, almost as loudly as it had when I had upgraded my treehouse into the hub that it now was. 
 
    Then a thought struck me. 
 
    Where the hell is all of this earth going to go? 
 
    Just as the question occurred to me, the grass broke and the earth began to ascend way too quickly. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…!’ 
 
    My overpowered sword wasn’t going to save me from Agraria’s building system. 
 
    I rushed back from the build area. The ground rose in piling droves until several hundred square yards of dirt stood before me. 
 
    They had pushed up in two huge piles atop the land. Between them, a large, excavated space had appeared in the ground. 
 
    Alorion headed over to me and we both looked down into the hole. 
 
    ‘Perhaps you did not think this one through, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Probably not, man,’ I nodded, accepting my idiocy. ‘But you can’t put a price on safety.’ 
 
    ‘Very true.’ 
 
    I got to work on placing all of the stone blocks and wooden beams into their allocated places, and after an hour of toil and sweat the underground chamber was completed. 
 
    There was just the small matter of clearing the gigantic heaps of dirt. 
 
    That can wait. 
 
    After instructing my wives to lock up the gold in the chambers below once they had finished counting it, I turned my attention further afield. 
 
    Now had come the time to form secure connections between all of our people, and the first was one upon my own land. 
 
    Using the Building Totem, I selected a large stone house, the very kind that many of my citizens used as homes, and headed over to the eastern pasture. 
 
    Just a short walk from the homes of the satyrs and the fox-people, this area was mainly unused. All that resided there was a small wooden hut that I had used to temporarily house guests (and the occasional hostage). 
 
    Any hostages could stay in the hut, but our guests now deserved a greater level of comfort more mirroring that of my citizens, even if Scholar Mavis wasn’t interested herself. 
 
    With that considered, I spent the next few hours creating a small community consisting of three large stone houses centered around a small yard between them all. 
 
    The amount of stone for the walls paled in comparison to what was needed for our defensive wall, and I had more than enough for the construction of the homes in our storage building. 
 
    Wood for the rooftops wasn’t an issue either; there was more than enough sitting in storage from old projects. 
 
    Agraria’s building system was a dream to work with. All it took was placing the proper resources into the correct slot, and the system did the rest. 
 
    Still, after a few hours, I was sweating buckets. 
 
    I finished up the work, took a well-deserved dip in the luscious water of the caves, changed my clothes and headed out for my next job. 
 
    With the expansion of the stables and Santana’s dutiful work in taking care of the horses, our number of steeds had grown to half a dozen. 
 
    Arabelle was my own and Myranthia was Santana’s, while four others had been rounded up in the aftermath of the battle with the dark-elves and returned to our land with the rest of the loot. 
 
    Lucky for me, because I needed to muster a few. 
 
    I acquired the help of two warriors and headed to the stables, where I was quickly joined by Alorion. 
 
    ‘You finished already?’ I asked in surprise, saddling Arabelle. 
 
    ‘Not quite, but my brain has turned to fried egg from staring at the interface all day.’ 
 
    ‘Feel like taking a break?’ 
 
    ‘What sort of break?’ 
 
    ‘One on horseback.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    It was before midday when the four of us headed out through the northern gates, quickly arcing north-west along the forest trail. 
 
    ‘What are our intentions, Master Jack?’ One of the warriors asked. 
 
    ‘Supply routes,’ I replied. ‘We’re going to secure the path from here to the Rourke Homestead, then across to your land further north-west. The more connected we are, the better, not just for moving provisions back and forth but for defending each other. 
 
    ‘Once they’re cleared and secure, I’m going to start a patrol system. We’re going to have at least two strong and trained citizens moving along each path at any one time. If an attack from an enemy tribe takes place and our communication systems fail, we need to know as fast as possible.’ 
 
    We cleared the secluded path to the homestead, near which I had, many months ago, teamed up with Ariadne to cut down a small team of bandits and save Tormus and Eri. 
 
    We reached the currently unoccupied homestead in no time and checked that it was secure. 
 
    All was well, and while Jeremiah and Lola were recovering and dealing with the pegasi back on the main land, the four of us quickly tended to the taurem in the pasture and the piglets and chickens in the yard. 
 
    Our previous trails to the land of the warriors had taken us further west, out towards the town of Grayholde where I had first met Cass and her brothers, but that was too long. 
 
    After my last adventure in search of the agrarium, I knew of a better route. 
 
    Locking up the secluded homestead, the four of us headed out through the northern gates and into the forest, taking a path that I had only traversed once before. 
 
    ‘Where does this lead?’ Alorion asked. 
 
    ‘To the ruins where this was hiding,’ I replied, patting moonstalker in its sheath. 
 
    Ariadne, Talia and I had cut our way through these trees during the winter spell. Back then the dense leaves had given way to sharpened thickets and a million jutting twigs. 
 
    The greenery had started to return now, slowing our way. The warriors and I cut through any that blocked our route, carving a path wide enough for a carriage and two horses moving in double-file to make their way. 
 
    Alorion made his way through the trees all around us, leaping with his innate dexterity from branch to high branch to keep a lookout. 
 
    Even if the dark-elves had been vanquished, I had been ambushed once out here and two of my wives had almost had their throats cut. 
 
    I wasn’t going to risk anything like that happening again. 
 
    With the path cleared we arrived in the clearing, where the sun shone down upon the ruins. 
 
    This would work well as a stopping point if we needed it, but we were headed further north-west. 
 
    We pushed on through the forest. It was less densely-packed but easy to become lost in, so indicators were the solution. 
 
    As we made a direct line to the land of the warriors, we carved the symbol of our tribe into trees and planted unlit torches into the ground at regular intervals, a line of civilization to follow in the event of losing our way. 
 
    By midday we arrived at the land of the warriors. 
 
    Tobias and his soldiers had by now turned the place into an efficiently-run powerhouse. 
 
    The warriors – or Bakz-rako as Tobias had informed me in the unused tongue – lived like Spartan warriors from back on Earth. Simple lives, simple food, simple pleasures, and an affinity for loyalty and strength above all. 
 
    While they didn’t necessarily agree with me on the notion of building our wealth, they didn’t disagree with me either. 
 
    Tobias knew after they had been captured that coin didn’t hurt when it came to maintaining your freedom. 
 
    And if that failed, a blade would do the trick. 
 
    A heavy and secure fence using wood from the surrounding forest provided a secure defense against outside forces; Tobias informed us that in their travels into the surrounding area they had discovered a path moving north-east-east that eventually arrived at the long road that led to the Night Market, and beyond it the distant mountains. 
 
    All was well, but there was just one more job for me to complete before we moved on. 
 
    The mine at the edge of the warrior’s land had received a little use since they had moved in, mainly for the production of weapons using ores that had been retrieved. 
 
    But I wasn’t heading down to mine something – I was heading down to place something. 
 
    I descended the ladder into the mine alone and traversed the rocks and pathways that had been carved out in the huge cavern beneath the land. 
 
    A few minutes of trekking brought me to the small passageway that led into the deeper reaches of the mine. It had been blocked previously by Werger long before I had vanquished him and his tribe, and for good reason. 
 
    The remains of the god-awful shelled creatures that had tried to attack me and my team were still scattered down here, as well as the huge monstrosity that had birthed them into existence. 
 
    The sheer sight of this terrible graveyard was enough to make anyone turn back. 
 
    And that was exactly the point. 
 
    I crossed to the other side of the huge cavern and found a crevice that dropped beneath the rock five or six yards. I shone my torch over the gap and, after checking that it was a safe drop, climbed down into the confined place, suspending my torch against the rock wall. 
 
    I doubted that a single sentient soul had ever journeyed down to this spot. 
 
    It was perfect. 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and carefully dragged out the urns, one after the other, setting them down on the rock surface. 
 
    They looked like nothing. Just a pair of strange, quirky ornaments. 
 
    But inside them was a terrifying power. 
 
    Well, inside one – the other I had no idea about. 
 
    And I had no intention of finding out. 
 
    I had come down here by myself for one reason: I didn’t want a single soul beyond Alorion and my loyal wives to know of the location of these two objects. 
 
    ‘I would say see you around,’ I muttered to the pair of urns, standing to go. ‘But I hope to hell that I never have to worry about either of you ever again.’ 
 
    I climbed from the crevice and glanced around the huge cavern. 
 
    Nobody had followed me. 
 
    No one would ever know. 
 
      
 
    After stocking up on provisions and knocking back a meal of fried vegetables that the warriors cooked up for us, we took the passage east for many miles until we reached the road. 
 
    ‘All of our lands are quite close, apart from this very trail that we now walk,’ Alorion commented. ‘The trek from the warriors in the west to the freed people in the east will take many hours, even at a good pace. Safer passage could be granted by moving back through the lands in a horseshoe-pattern, but it would take much longer.’ 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I agreed. ‘But I think I’ve got an idea to resolve that in the future.’ 
 
    We continued east towards the land of the freed people, arriving in the early-afternoon and meeting with them. 
 
    They had already gotten started on building the wall. At the rate that Agraria’s building system allowed construction, we would have it completed by the end of the following day. 
 
    Everything was coming along nicely. 
 
    The final path led through to the land of the dwarves where things were progressing quickly. 
 
    Thirbali had been right – they were noble and hardworking people, and it showed in the stone wall that was already rising high and the smoking furnaces which were quickly pumping out blocks of stone to add to the wall. 
 
    These paths were cleared already, leading us straight back to the land by late-afternoon. 
 
    Each of my lands now had a distinct purpose, with my trusted generals running them. 
 
    The Rourke Homestead was used for growing our livestock. 
 
    The land of the warriors was used for barracks and training. 
 
    The land of the freed people was used for farming. 
 
    The land of the dwarves provided a hub for our mining, metalworking and stonemason operations. 
 
    And between them all, a short trek south-east for the peoples at the homestead or the warriors, or south-west for the dwarves and the freed peoples, was my land. 
 
    From my Master Table and the crow’s nest, I could manage everything under my command and keep watch on my kingdom, right atop the home where my beautiful maidens resided. 
 
    We arrived back at my land in the early evening to find the satyrs unpacking inventory boxes filled with stacks of stone blocks. They had already made two trips – a third would provide us with everything that we needed. 
 
    But that could wait until tomorrow.  
 
    After a long day of travelling I led Arabelle to the stables for some much-needed rest and dragged myself up the steps to my treehouse for some rest of my own. 
 
    I couldn’t pull off my sweat-drenched clothes fast enough. Fortunately I now had somewhere to put them with all of the gold and riches tidied away. 
 
    In their place were my women, all lying around and dozing off like they had just come back from war. 
 
    ‘Tough day?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘All I can see are numbers,’ Lara groaned sarcastically, clasping her forearm across her eyes. ‘But when the numbers correspond to gold, I can allow it to slide.’ 
 
    ‘Let me know,’ I said, tipping a hefty bucket of fresh water into the bath. ‘I want to hear all the details.’ 
 
    Once my bath was filled with water, Santana’s silky voice detailed the full extent of our new wealth back to me. 
 
    The details were pretty damn fine, if I did say so myself. 
 
    Approximately 104,000 gold pieces. 
 
    22,000 GPs worth of cut and uncut gemstones, including those embedded into necklaces. 
 
    14,000 GPs worth of miscellaneous riches, including goblets, amulets and other trinkets composed of rare metals. 
 
    And that wasn’t even counting the value of the books and other objects outside, which Alorion would continue to delve through. 
 
    ‘That’s a lot of gold,’ I remarked, resting my head against the bathtub as I sank into the water. ‘Would you forgive me if I asked you to say it all again, just slower this time?’ 
 
    A little egotistical maybe, but I want to enjoy this. 
 
    None of my wives responded. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ I said. ‘It can’t be so tiring that we can’t indulge in the thought a little longer, can it?’ 
 
    ‘Uh, Jack?’ 
 
    Lara’s tone hardly ever deviated from sarcasm, calling our enemies the foulest names under the sun, or orgasmic moans in my ear, so when she turned on her serious voice, my eyes slammed open. 
 
    Only minutes ago when I had settled down into the bathtub, the orange evening light had been spilling in through the windows. 
 
    Now it had suddenly gotten darker. 
 
    Much darker. 
 
    ‘What’s going on?’ Santana asked, setting her book aside. ‘Sundown shouldn’t be for at least another hour.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think the sun has gone down,’ Ariadne said, crossing to the window and peering out. 
 
    I climbed out of the bath and quickly toweled off, pulling on my pants and crossing to the door. 
 
    I pulled it open and stepped out, my mind casting off the exhaustion of my travels that day. 
 
    Agraria’s blue skies were usually almost completely cloudless, even in the evenings. The first major ones that I had known had appeared during the winter spell. 
 
    Now they were amassing quickly in the east, huge swarms of thick grey clouds that blanketed the sky and cast a strange darkness across the land. 
 
    The air was still humid and hot, clashing hard with this bizarre turn of weather. 
 
    I hopped down from the steps with moonstalker at my side, pressing a hand to the sheath as I looked to the eastern sky. 
 
    This blade was my security blanket, but something told me it wouldn’t make a shred of difference against this strange phenomenon. 
 
    In no time the clouds reached us, blotting out the warm colors of the sky. 
 
    ‘What is with this weather?’ Lara asked as my wives crowded on the doorstep. 
 
    ‘I thought we’d made it out of the cold spell,’ I called over my shoulder to them. 
 
    ‘This is not a cold spell,’ Talia said. ‘This is tropical season.’ 
 
    As she finished speaking, a large drop of water struck me on the nose. 
 
    It had been so long since I had experienced rainfall that the sensation felt completely bizarre. 
 
    A rush of rain began to strike the rooftops of the totem buildings nearby. It pooled in every channel it could and trickled in small rivers into every exposed patch of mud and crevice it could find.  
 
    ‘Oh, gods!’ Tormus shouted happily, emerging from his family home and grinning as the rain poured down. ‘If you think crops on this land already grow quickly, Master Jack, you are about to see some incredible things!’ 
 
    Elera rushed out into the rain, pulling off her dress and stripping down to her underwear. She threw up her arms like an angel and tilted her head back, the water soaking her whole body. 
 
    Ariadne, Lara and Santana quickly followed, rushing out as the rain crashed hard against the grass outside of our home. 
 
    ‘This is amazing!’ Ariadne shouted, turning quickly back to the doorway. ‘Come on, Talia!’ 
 
    ‘I am perfectly fine where I am,’ Talia said from the steps. ‘I hate the rain.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ Ariadne teased. ‘It gets into these huge ears of mine too, but downpours like this are rare.’ 
 
    Talia sighed before reluctantly stepping out from beneath the canopy. 
 
    ‘Ahh!!!’ She shrieked, before her shouts of disapproval turned into hysterical laughter. ‘I hate you so much for this!’ 
 
    ‘Then why are you laughing?’ 
 
    Santana spun on her feet, throwing her slender arms up into the air as the rain soaked her red hair and her dress flared gracefully all around her. 
 
    Lara stood beneath a large bowing leaf from the edge of the tree, the water hitting it in just the right spot to create a shower that fell over her body, her overshirt becoming soaked through. 
 
    All across the land my tribe members enjoyed the rain, either watching it from their doorways or indulging in the refreshing nature of this sudden shower. 
 
    Both my people and the land were being replenished, not just that which I controlled but the abundant wilds beyond it. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, letting the rain drench me. 
 
    Against the darkness of my eyelids, a sudden flash appeared. 
 
    ‘Where did that come from?’ I asked in confusion. 
 
    Seconds later, a resounding rumble raced across the treetops and over the land. 
 
    ‘East,’ Santana replied, looking in the same direction. 
 
    ‘It’s humid,’ Lara shrugged. ‘I’ve seen a few tropical rainstorms in my time in these parts. As long as the wind doesn’t pick up and this heat sticks around, this is absolutely heavenly…’ 
 
    FLASH-FLASH-FLASH. 
 
    Three flashes of lightning suddenly came down in quick succession, all in the east. 
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ Lara continued. ‘Did you see th-?’ 
 
    The crashing that followed the lighting strikes was so intense that I felt the ground vibrate beneath my feet. 
 
    ‘You ever see anything like this before?’ I shouted to Lara. 
 
    She shot me a concerned look that told me everything I needed to know. 
 
    But this was far from over. 
 
    The rain poured, and the sky went quiet for several moments. 
 
    Only the lashing of rain upon the rooftops of our homes and the tall, thick grass sounded. 
 
    Then- 
 
    FLASH. 
 
    The whole sky lit up. A blink would have led us to miss it, but it was quickly followed by a torrent of lightning bolts that consumed the sky to the east. 
 
    Lara had time to mutter ‘oh, sh-’, before the thunder struck. 
 
    The crashing was so loud that we had to cover our ears. The ground shook across the land, making the treehouse upgrade seem infinitesimal by comparison. 
 
    We were all thrown off balance, quickly hitting the ground messily.  
 
    Only Talia, who dropped to a well-balanced crouch, managed not to come down. 
 
    Shouts and shrieks of confusion came from my tribe members as their houses shook on their foundations. All around us, including in my treehouse, I could hear the sound of everything that wasn’t nailed down taking the express route to the lowest possible surface it could find. 
 
    The earthquake escalated sharply, reaching a point where I thought my treehouse home would start collapsing. 
 
    Then, as suddenly as it had started, the tremors ceased entirely. 
 
    And the land fell quiet once more. 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Peace returned to the land not long after the strange weather had subsided. My people’s superstitions kept them happy in the aftermath. All that I spoke to told me that they had experienced weather like this at one time or another in their lives. It was simply the natural world settling itself, according to many. 
 
    I was still on edge. A flood wasn’t what I needed right now, especially considering we were beginning to get our crops growing again. 
 
    No way was I sleeping tonight. 
 
    As night came around my people began retiring to bed, my wives included. 
 
    ‘The air still feels heavy,’ I told them. ‘I doubt that’ll result in another thunderstorm or an earthquake like the one we saw earlier, but I’d feel better being on guard tonight.’ 
 
    The girls took off to bed, and a few minutes later I joined Alorion in the northern watchtower with a few blankets and some provisions for the night. 
 
    Alorion called the northern lookout post home, so it was a little cozier than the others. While he was out running missions with me there were plenty of citizens to take over, but on any other occasion this was where he preferred to be. 
 
    He liked it, he told me – high-up, secluded and it made him a real contributing member of our community. 
 
    We lit a few torches after the sun had set, shedding some light onto the forest. 
 
    Beyond where I had claimed, all was engulfed in darkness. 
 
    ‘I don’t know why, but the forest at night always gives me the creeps,’ I remarked, taking a sip of wine. 
 
    ‘It frightens you, Jack? You made your own way through the forest at night alone not two nights ago. Well, not technically alone – you had that dwarven scholar with you – but you know what I mean.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but there’s a difference that’s hard to explain. When you’re out there, in it, there’s actually kind of a relief to travelling in the dark. When you’re here, looking out at it from the land, you’re not just protecting yourself, you’re protecting all of the citizens too.’ 
 
    ‘What great irony,’ Alorion chuckled. ‘The more wealth we acquire, the more we have to lose.’ 
 
    ‘It’s funny,’ I smiled, ‘back when it was just me, you and Ariadne when I first arrived in Agraria, I slept under that tree like a baby. No perimeter, nobody on watch, blunt weapons, and only a few well-placed explosives preventing potential attackers from coming our way. And yet those first few nights, I went out like a light. Now with everything we have… You’re right. The more you have, the more you can lose. I’ve slept easier the past few nights, although maybe that’s just because I have moonstalker at my side now.’ 
 
    ‘It is indeed a marvel,’ Alorion admitted. ‘What secrets do you think Kalgunri’s journal holds? 
 
    ‘The translator is still working on it. Hopefully it will give us some insight into the capabilities of the weapon.’ 
 
    ‘What if it is something that you do not wish to know?’ 
 
    ‘A double-edged sword,’ I smirked, taking another drink. ‘Just like keeping watch.’ 
 
    ‘A double-edged sword!’ Alorion laughed, slapping his knee. ‘I like that. Did you come up with that just now? 
 
    ‘Uhh… Yeah, sure, why not? Hey, why don’t you get some sleep?’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘After that thunderstorm I’m too on edge to shut my eyes. I’ll take first shift.’ 
 
    At my suggestion Alorion was out cold the moment his head hit the pillow. 
 
    I got comfortable, and within an hour darkness had fallen completely. I and the other three watchmen on the lookout posts were the only ones still awake. 
 
    All was quiet beyond our perimeter. 
 
    I needed another glug of wine just to wash the silence from my mind. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    I glanced up immediately and looked out at the forest. 
 
    Probably just a wild animal. 
 
    I returned to my drink. 
 
    Sn-snap. 
 
    The sounds came in quick succession this time. 
 
    I set my canteen on the ground and stood from my chair, staring out at the dark forest. 
 
    Then, through the trees, came the last sound that I expected to hear. 
 
    ‘He-hee-ha-ha-ha…’ 
 
    Laughter. 
 
    It was high-pitched, like somebody playing a joke who was struggling to hold it together. 
 
    Out of all of my wives I would have put it down to Elera to do something like this – she was the biggest trickster of them all. 
 
    Pulling a prank on me was one of the first things she had ever done when we met. 
 
    ‘Elera? If this is you playing a joke…’ 
 
    ‘He-ha-hee-hee…’ 
 
    I felt the hairs on my arms standing to attention. 
 
    This laugh came from a completely different direction to the first. 
 
    A chill ran up my spine like a parasite trying to crawl its way under my skin. 
 
    I pressed a hand flat against moonstalker’s sheath. 
 
    I glanced over at Alorion. He was still sleeping quietly, mouth hanging open and a lightly perpetual snore hawking from his lungs. 
 
    This isn’t real. There’s probably something in the drink. 
 
    I knew I should’ve checked this stuff from the dark-elf inventory before downing it like this. 
 
    I shook my head from the light buzz of the wine before emptying the rest of the glass into the forest and descended the lookout post. I removed the bar from the gates and pulled one open just far enough to slide myself through the gap, closing it quietly behind me. 
 
    Torchlight from the tower cast my shadow far beyond me, spanning further and further the more steps out into the open that I took. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I said loudly. ‘Is anyone there?’ 
 
    Only an evening breeze shaking the leaves against one another responded. 
 
    I drew moonstalker, its blue light shining over the forest. 
 
    It gave me a greater depth of field by perhaps twenty yards, but that was all. 
 
    Twenty yards of clustered, crowded trees. 
 
    ‘Who’s out there?’ I called into the darkness. ‘Show yourself!’ 
 
    A sudden whispering found my ears, seeming to whip right by me. 
 
    One moment it was to my left, the next it was at my right. 
 
    The whispering escalated, and a sharp giggle echoed right to me. 
 
    I raised my sword before me, gritting my teeth. 
 
    A shape dodged behind a tree. 
 
    Did it? 
 
    Did I see anything at all? 
 
    The whispers tickled at my ears like a thousand windswept pines intent on driving me mad. 
 
    The giggles and the whispers fought for dominance over the air. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this?’ I muttered to myself, feeling a primal, unspeakable fear run over me. 
 
    My skin screamed me into action to do something, anything. 
 
    But there was nothing I could do – not when my foe was nowhere to be seen, hidden in the expansive darkness ahead. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ 
 
    I spun around, swinging my sword before me. 
 
    It was a good thing that Alorion was only a few feet tall – any higher and I would have disintegrated him. 
 
    ‘Blarghh!!!’ 
 
    Alorion leaped back, hugging the floor and scrambling away. 
 
    ‘Shit,’ I breathed. ‘Sorry, Alorion, I just… Did you hear that?’ 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    ‘Those sounds – the laughing, the whispering, the moaning… The…’ 
 
    Alorion frowned up at me, showing the first doubt in me that he had had in a while. 
 
    ‘Are you all right, Jack?’ He said skeptically. ‘I think you may have, uhh… Drank too much of the wine, if you don’t mind me saying.’ 
 
    I glanced out once more into the darkness. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I replied, more telling myself than my friend. ‘Yeah, you’re probably right.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Alorion took over the rest of the shift while I tried to get some sleep. 
 
    Truth be told, that was easier said than done. 
 
    Every snapping twig, every swiping flicker of the fire put my teeth on edge as I tried to drift off. 
 
    Somewhere in the dark the night took me, and when sunrise came around I had managed something resembling a half-decent night’s sleep. 
 
    Over a breakfast of eggs and fried vegetables I mulled on what I heard last night as I watched the fox-people continue with the construction of the wall. 
 
    By the end of the day they would have it completed, which meant four levels of defense against attackers; the small explosives, the wall, the spiked traps beyond it, and the original fence that had been there the longest, marking the perimeter. 
 
    But after last night, it didn’t make me feel any safer. 
 
    I knew that I had heard something beyond the folds of my imagination. My mind wouldn’t cultivate these things out of nowhere. 
 
    I could tell the difference between the real and the imaginary. 
 
    But if something else was causing this, it could be playing tricks on my mind. 
 
    And one big change lately could be responsible. 
 
    Knocking back a spoonful of scrambled egg and fried tomatoes, I glanced down at my weapon. 
 
    Could it have done this? Could it have been responsible for the storm, the earthquake, the sounds in the forest? 
 
    No. There’s no way. 
 
    I checked up with the watchmen that had been on guard on the other lookout posts – none of them had heard anything. 
 
    I must be going mad. 
 
    One person giving me a different story to my own made sense, but three? And then there was Alorion who had been practically right next to me and had heard nothing. 
 
    Leaders who went crazy didn’t tend to last long. 
 
    I set the night aside and put the thoughts to bed, instead returning to the treehouse. 
 
    My wives were still hanging out in our home, and sliding into bed with them seemed like a damn good idea, but there were other plans in store. 
 
    A knock at my door turned out to be from Cass. 
 
    ‘Come on, lover-boy,’ she said, nodding towards the pasture in the south-west of our land. ‘They’ve cracked it.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s cracked what now?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ She said, hopping down deftly from the steps and walking backwards out of sight. ‘The pegasi!’ 
 
    Behind me I heard every one of my wives literally drop what they were doing. 
 
    They pulled on their clothes and raced after me as we rushed to the pasture to meet with Lola, who was standing at its edge admiring the two startling winged horses that were grazing on the grass. They looked much calmer than they had since I had first stumbled upon them. 
 
    ‘Where’s Jeremiah?’ 
 
    ‘He left early this morning to get back to tend to the herd. Had to practically push him out of the gates to be on his way, but-’ 
 
    ‘Did he go alone?!’ 
 
    I couldn’t help blurting it out, and a few strange looks flew my way. 
 
    But the noises of the forest the night before were still prodding at the back of my mind. 
 
    ‘Of course not,’ she replied. ‘A pair of the warriors went with him. He’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Right, of course,’ I said quickly, trying to cover for my outburst. ‘So how did you calm them down? 
 
    ‘What you would usually do for a pet that you wanted to bring your way – provide it with warmth, feed it, and let it roam a little.’ 
 
    ‘You took it off its chain?’ 
 
    ‘You think I am a fool, Jack?’ Lola chuckled. ‘Of course not. I simply lengthened it. This way they have more room to roam but no capacity to fly away. Simply the appearance of freedom, if you will.’ 
 
    ‘So they’re not thinking of taking off?’ 
 
    ‘They’re not that smart, although I can’t make any guarantees.’ 
 
    ‘What about breaking them?’ 
 
    ‘The most stubborn of wild horses can still be broken. They just take time. Santana is your expert when it comes to horses, is she not?’ 
 
    ‘I do not know if I would say expert,’ Santana shrugged modestly, ‘but I know how to break a horse. You simply wait for it to come to you. Do this, and it will be forever loyal to you. It could take hours, maybe days… Taming pegasi is so rare that it cannot be said for certain.’ 
 
    ‘So… It might not work at all?’ I asked. 
 
    Santana and Lola shared a look, then said ‘no’ in unison. 
 
    I looked over at the graceful white creatures in the pasture as they fed on the heaps of tomatoes in their troughs. 
 
    ‘If that’s what it takes,’ I remarked, ‘then that’s what I have to do.’ 
 
    I headed to our food storage and fetched another crate of tomatoes out, then moved into the pasture. 
 
    The pegasi finished their breakfast and strayed a little. They stood far apart in the pasture in the early morning light. The chains wrapped around their legs were unseen in the tall grass, keeping them both in the field but offering enough room for them to move around. 
 
    ‘Looks like getting you two stubborn things to mate might be another problem altogether,’ I said to myself, crouching in the grass thirty yards from both of them. ‘But let’s worry about that later.’ 
 
    All that was left to do now was wait. 
 
    It had been months since I had last flown. The last time had been literally just as I had arrived in Agraria – the portal that Master Marlo, the old master of the Orakin Tribe, had created was the last thing I had seen on my radar before I was sucked into this world. 
 
    I had left behind the rush of flying for the rush of staying alive in Agraria, as well as plenty of other rushes, both good and bad. 
 
    With the discovery of this pair of creatures, I could get back up there again. 
 
    That was only half of the reason – the selfish reason. 
 
    The other half was the mapping of the surrounding land. We would be able to rapidly fill the empty gaps in the Map Room, as well as survey the surrounding land for any sign of unknown threats that we had missed during our travels so far. 
 
    All I had to do was get them to trust me. 
 
    And as midday began to roll around and the sun beamed down, I was seriously starting to wonder whether that was ever going to happen. 
 
    After three hours, they had barely moved an inch. 
 
    ‘Boo.’ 
 
    ‘Shit!’ 
 
    ‘Oof!’ 
 
    The pegasi both stirred and staggered away several feet at the sound of my voice. 
 
    ‘Double-shit,’ I muttered, looking over my shoulder. 
 
    It was none other than Juliet, our resident bard. 
 
    My exclamation had knocked her onto her ass in shock. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I hissed. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ She replied sincerely. ‘I hope I didn’t interrupt… Whatever you’re doing over here.’ 
 
    ‘You kind of did,’ I laughed lightly, ‘but at this point I’ve been so rejected by a pair of flying horses for the past three hours that I’m not too mad about it.’ 
 
    ‘I do apologize,’ she said, sneaking up to sit by my side. ‘Oh, those! Such magnificent creatures. I’ve figured out a way to put them into my latest song.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, absolutely. I’m still working on the epic poem that tells the tale of your triumphant victory over the fearsome dark-elves of the north. The next part details your heroic ride into battle atop the majestic Pegasus you call your pet…’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah,’ I said, ‘remind me, when did that part happen again? I can’t even get these things to come near me, never mind command one in the skies over a battlefield. Don’t you think your embellishing just a little?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes, but… This way it sounds better.’ 
 
    ‘This really is how myths begin, isn’t it? Something relatively straightforward happens and then it gets blown wa-a-ay out of proportion.’ 
 
    ‘It’s entertainment!’ Juliet insisted. ‘And wouldn’t you rather the stories of your conquests that get passed through the ages tell of your glorious victories rather than the part where you… You know, crouched in a field for several hours?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I chuckled. 
 
    ‘Would you like to hear what I’ve got so far?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. Besides, it doesn’t look like my situation with these jerks is going to get any worse.’ 
 
    Juliet grinned happily and slumped down cross-legged in the grass, propping her lute up in her lap. 
 
    She began to play a merry, cheerful tune, her fingers dancing expertly over the lute’s strings. 
 
    Suddenly, before my eyes, both of the pegasi perked up. They lifted their heads and looked to Juliet, not angrily but with interest. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ Juliet muttered, missing a string in the complex progression. ‘Need to restart. It’s tough being perfect, y’know…’ 
 
    ‘Wait…’ I paused, holding a hand up to quieten her. ‘Play that again.’ 
 
    ‘Play what again?’ 
 
    ‘The verse that you just played.’ 
 
    Juliet cleared her throat and played it again, her charming, melodic voice singing the words to the tune. 
 
    The pegasi meandered closer to us at a leisurely pace, and as Juliet completed the verse they both stopped. 
 
    ‘Oh my god, you’re like some… Magical horse-whisperer!’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods, to be reduced to such a thing. Not days ago I was playing to a crowd of hundreds with that lyrically-talented imp of yours, and now I’m playing for a pair of flying bloody horses.’ 
 
    ‘Play the next verse!’ 
 
    ‘There isn’t a next verse yet.’ 
 
    ‘Then make one up.’ 
 
    ‘A freestyle?’ 
 
    ‘Just play the damn song.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, but don’t get pissy if it’s not up to my usual standard.’ 
 
    Juliet squirmed her mouth around in thought before picking a chord progression and humming along to it. 
 
    The pegasi both perked up again, this time trotting towards us. 
 
    Fifteen yards. 
 
    Ten yards. 
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ I whispered. ‘It’s working…’ 
 
    Juliet continued to play, but just seven or eight yards away the pegasi both halted. 
 
    It seemed as if they wanted to continue because of the music, but reluctance to give loyalty prevented them from going any further. 
 
    It was my turn to bridge the gap. 
 
    I stood slowly from my crouch, inching upwards and watching the creatures with every passing second. 
 
    As I reached my full height the female stirred, and the male stirred in response to hers. 
 
    Don’t run. Please don’t run. 
 
    ‘They’re responding to the softer notes. Can you play something more… Romantic?’ 
 
    ‘Romantic? Everything I play is romanticized, that’s what a bard does.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean… Something light and soothing. If you could sing, that would be great too. They seemed to like your humming, so your singing would no doubt do wonders.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a performer, not some spoilt brat’s personal sleep-inducer.’ 
 
    ‘So you haven’t got anything like that?’ 
 
    Juliet paused, glancing to the side as if she was considering something. 
 
    ‘I… Have got one thing that might work. But it’s not finished.’ 
 
    ‘Go for it. I won’t judge.’ 
 
    Juliet flexed her hand and shook her fingers out. I could hear her breath catching on the air behind me. 
 
    Then she carried on, her voice becoming gentler and the tips of her fingers catching the strings with the lightest of touches. 
 
      
 
    ‘You watch her from a distance, 
 
    Yet from here she is a mystery, 
 
    For in your life these things are sparing, 
 
    Hath been for all your history 
 
      
 
    Your see her golden hair, 
 
    Her smile could light up the deepest of caverns 
 
    In the midst of this green world, 
 
    Her laughs the merriest of taverns.’ 
 
      
 
    The pegasi calmed completely. They both stood so still it was as if they had been humbled by the beauty of the song. 
 
    I looked over at Juliet. She was frozen in place, but not by the sight of the pegasi. 
 
    Something was on her mind. 
 
    ‘Hey…’ I whispered. ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She asked, pulling from her trance. ‘Oh, yes… I’m fine. I’ve just… Never played that one for anyone before.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry if I made you do that… If it’s too personal I didn’t mean to.’ 
 
    ‘No, no… Well, maybe it was personal…’ 
 
    A light laugh sounded from across the pasture. Juliet glanced up, and a look of longing fell across her face. 
 
    I traced her eyeline. The pegasi were nearby, just five or six yards off, happily grazing. We had established a close proximity. 
 
    But Juliet wasn’t looking at them. She was looking at Cass, who was chatting with Santana while they tended to the horses at the stable. 
 
    ‘Ah…’ I whispered with realization. ‘Cass.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You like her, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because… Okay, yes. I like her… A little… Or a lot.’ 
 
    ‘So go and talk to her.’ 
 
    ‘We talk all the time.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think I’ve ever seen the two of you talk.’ 
 
    ‘We have… At community dinners, and when I say hello to her in passing…’ 
 
    ‘I mean an actual conversation. Sit with her. Drink with her. It’ll make you feel more at ease.’ 
 
    ‘I performed in front of hundreds at the land of the freed people just a short while ago after you overthrew that enemy tribe. I have no problem with confidence.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not saying you’re not a confident performer. You commanded that drunk audience like a professional. But when it comes to love, even if you can sing about it, you might not be able to act on it.’ 
 
    ‘But what if she says no?’ 
 
    ‘What if you get shot in the face by a crossbow bolt in a few hours?’ 
 
    ‘That’s… Colorful.’ 
 
    ‘I’m serious. What’s the worst that could happen? She says no?’ 
 
    ‘No… I could die.’ 
 
    ‘By a broken heart or an enemy tribe cutting you in half?’ 
 
    ‘… Can I get back to you on that one?’ 
 
     ‘If you don’t go talk to her, you’ll just be sitting around here all day wondering what could have been. People tend to regret what they don’t do, rather than what they do do, even if the thing they do doesn’t go well.’ 
 
    ‘Heh, do-do.’ 
 
    ‘Quit deflecting.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, I used to do the same thing when I was a young guy. But looking back now, I just wished I’d gone for it and known rather than spending the rest of my life not knowing. 
 
    ‘You sure that regret isn’t just off-set now by the fact that you get to share your bed with five women every night?’ 
 
    ‘… Maybe,’ I conceded with a smile. ‘Okay, here’s the deal – I’m going to risk getting kicked in the face by the pegasi, but only if you promise to talk to Cass right after.’ 
 
    ‘… Fine. If only to see you get wiped out by one of these things for making me do this.’ 
 
    ‘It’s for your own good. I can’t have my bard moping around wondering what might have been for the rest of time. Keep playing.’ 
 
    Juliet quickly got back into the rhythm of a light, delicate melody. The pegasi raised their heads, ushering closer, inch by careful inch. 
 
    No time like the present. 
 
    I kept my head lowered so as not to look them in the eye. 
 
    The steeds observed me. I took a step closer. 
 
    As I looked up, I found that the pegasi had done the same. 
 
    They had copied my movement, lowering their heads once more. 
 
    Not wanting to catch them off guard, I waited until they raised their heads to look at me. 
 
    I inched forward, closing the gap with every movement. 
 
    The winged creatures remained stood where they were. 
 
    They were accepting me. 
 
    I stood before them both and raised my hands, one to each of their faces. 
 
    My fingers met the short, white hairs of their cheeks in tandem. They stirred lightly, but I refused to relent. I had to show dominance if they were going to submit to my instructions. 
 
    Juliet played the final chord of her song. The note hanging from the final string reverberated on the air. 
 
    The gap between the music and me was bridged. 
 
    Now all that hung in the air was silence as the pegasi bowed their heads once more, nuzzling against my hands as I stroked their cheeks gently. 
 
    ‘That was perfect,’ I whispered back to Juliet. ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    ‘Too kind,’ she smiled. ‘Although I am rather disappointed that you didn’t get kicked.’ 
 
    ‘There’s still time for that.’ 
 
    ‘So… What happens now?’ 
 
    ‘I have absolutely no idea.’ 
 
    While I tended to the pegasi, Juliet slinked away to fetch Lola. She returned a few minutes later with our animal wrangler in tow, and my wives following. 
 
    ‘By the blaze of the gods,’ Lola muttered from behind me. ‘You did it.’ 
 
    ‘Hardly. If it wasn’t for Juliet these two would have probably kicked me in the head by now.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by your growing reputation I doubt that it is just these creatures that wish to do that.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant,’ I smirked sarcastically. 
 
    While they admired the pegasi, Juliet stopped at my side. 
 
    ‘Fine, I’ll go do it.’ 
 
    ‘Good – and make sure to brag about you having done this. I’ll put all the praise on you as well if Cass asks.’ 
 
    ‘Good idea,’ she smiled, patting me on the shoulder. ‘Any other advice?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t come on too strongly. You shouldn’t do that anyway, but Cass is a walking bullshit-detector. Just be real with her, and don’t smother her no matter what you do.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, Jack.’ 
 
    She hugged me from the side and tapered off through the grass, leaving me with Lola, my wives and the two pegasi. 
 
    ‘So…’ I started, getting back to business. What do I do now?’ 
 
    ‘Now? Why, riding one would be your next step.’ 
 
    ‘… Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, definitely. Once you’ve established physical contact with a creature like this, you have crossed the trust barrier, so to speak. Now hop on.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t I need a saddle?’ 
 
    ‘Saddles distribute the rider’s weight across a horse’s back so that you’re not crushing one part of its spine. A Pegasus is a much more robust steed. They’re not completely necessary. Besides, I will be shocked if you even manage to make it off the ground on your first try.’ 
 
    ‘Woo-a-ahh,’ Lara remarked. ‘Arrows fired, Lola.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ She shrugged smoothly. ‘These are formidable creatures. Hard to catch, harder to train, and even harder to ride.’ 
 
    ‘You just said that I could ride them!’ I exclaimed. ‘Literally just now, that’s what you said.’ 
 
    ‘I said that riding one would be the next step, not that riding one wouldn’t get you killed.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for clearing that up before I risk my neck.’ 
 
    ‘Any time.’ 
 
    I glanced up at the sky. Yesterday’s tropical storm had long passed, and now there was nothing but beating sun and clear blue skies hanging over the luscious green tops of the trees all around. 
 
    ‘Screw it,’ I muttered, approaching the male and patting his side. ‘I never thought I’d fly again after arriving in this world. Now that I’ve got the chance to, I’m not sleeping on it. Let’s do this.’ 
 
    My wives stirred with a mix of excitement and trepidation. 
 
    At least most of them did. 
 
    ‘A hundred gold pieces says that he doesn’t make it off the ground,’ Elera remarked to Talia. 
 
    ‘I heard that,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Of course you would, I wasn’t lowering my voice.’ 
 
    ‘The gold belongs to our tribe,’ Talia replied. ‘If we bet then it’s transferring from our pocket to… Our pocket.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s bet something gold can’t buy.’ 
 
    ‘Such as?’ 
 
    Elera tapped her chin thoughtfully. 
 
    ‘That emerald necklace you took from the dark-elf haul.’ 
 
    ‘You really want it?’ 
 
    ‘Not really, but the risk of losing it adds a little excitement, no?’ 
 
    ‘What, and our husband potentially falling to his death isn’t exciting enough for you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just a little fun.’ 
 
    ‘Fine. What are you betting?’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘Your sapphire necklace.’ 
 
    ‘You want that?’ Elera gawped. 
 
    ‘No,’ Talia grinned, before quoting Elera, ‘but the risk of losing it adds a little excitement.’ 
 
    Elera frowned. For a nymph so talented at tricking people, Talia had outwitted her effortlessly. 
 
    Catgirls had their tricks, too. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ Elera agreed, shaking hands with her. 
 
    ‘Deal,’ Talia replied. 
 
    The bet was immaterial to me. 
 
    Focusing on staying alive was by far my greatest priority. 
 
    Okay, just like climbing onto Arabelle’s back… Without a horn or a pommel to grab hold of. 
 
    I bounced off the ground, threw a leg over and landed heavily on the pegasus’s back. 
 
    Lola was right. It hardly flinched. 
 
    ‘Okay, that’s step one,’ I said more to myself than anybody else. ‘Now I just need to get you moving.’ 
 
    ‘You forgot the part where you hold on for dear life,’ Lola said, rounding behind the Pegasus in a wide arc. ‘And where I detach the chain so you don’t go flying headfirst into the grass if its leg catches.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, don’t get too close,’ I warned. ‘You don’t want to spook them.’ 
 
    ‘Relax, that’s not a problem,’ Lola assured me. ‘They trust you now. They’re like dogs. As long as you don’t react with fear or anger towards the people around you, they won’t either. They’ll follow your lead.’ 
 
    ‘And what about flying?’ I asked. ‘Any advice for that?’ 
 
    ‘Not the foggiest idea,’ she admitted, undoing the chain from the male and stepping away. ‘Besides, you’re the flying-man. I thought that this would be your field of expertise.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a little different from what I’m used to. So you haven’t got any advice at all?’ 
 
    ‘Advice?’ Lola frowned. ‘Don’t die.’ 
 
    She slapped the Pegasus hard on its backside. The steed reared aggressively. I wrapped my arms around its neck and clung on for dear life. 
 
    It neighed loudly, and the moment its front hooves hit the floor it took off at a hard gallop. 
 
    ‘Oh, SHI-I-I-IT!!!’ 
 
    The Pegasus broke into a sprint and raced forwards. My wives dived for cover with mere moments to spare. 
 
    We were moving hard and fast, rushing past the totems and their buildings and straight towards the crop fields. 
 
    ‘Not the crops, not the crops… Tormus, look out!’ 
 
    Tormus glanced over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Gods!’ 
 
    Tormus leaped among the crops, crushing a bushel of tomatoes in the process. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ I called back as we jolted past him. ‘Okay, you moody bastard, let’s get you on the straight and narrow…’ 
 
    There was no harness for me to direct him (thanks Lola) so his mane was the next best thing. 
 
    I tugged gently on the mane, drawing my winged steed to the right and towards the east of my land on the edges of my citizens’ homes. 
 
    I just needed to get control, then I could focus on getting into the air. 
 
    I steered the Pegasus towards the south, arcing along the edge of our perimeter fence. I followed the trail that Santana had taken our horses on for so many days, the worn dirt path guiding our way. 
 
    Soon enough the Pegasus relented to my commands without complaint. It responded to the smallest of pulls against its mane, practically sensing which way I wanted to move. 
 
    The curve of the border was a double-edged sword, though, preventing the Pegasus from reaching its top speed. 
 
    I had to go up. 
 
    This was more than enough life-risking for one try, but I couldn’t stop now. 
 
    I could feel the lightness of its body and the strength of its wings. 
 
    It was begging for just enough of a straight line to get its speed up. 
 
    I’ve got to let him loose in the pasture. 
 
    ‘Come on, big guy, you can do this.’ 
 
    Am I talking to the Pegasus or to me? 
 
    Both, probably. 
 
    We rounded the land together once more, the Pegasus eagerly galloping ahead at my command. 
 
    At our arrival in the south-east of the land, I turned him sharply west and we rushed straight into the pasture. 
 
    I slapped the pegasus’s side once more, pressing it onwards at a greater and greater speed, and then- 
 
    The creature’s hooves stopped their hard slamming against the dried ground, and the roughness of the ride ceased. 
 
    ‘Holy crap…’ 
 
    The grassy pasture beneath us moved farther and farther away. 
 
    Unbridled wind rushed over my face and body, whipping at my clothes and the pegasus’s mane. 
 
    We were soaring. 
 
    Lola and my wives jumped and cheered from the foot of the treehouse, hugging each other and applauding. 
 
    Even Elera who had just lost a bet was leaping into the air and throwing her fists up. 
 
    A flutter in my heart that I hadn’t felt in months took hold of me. 
 
    I’m flying. 
 
    The pegasus’s wings beat harder than ever against the air. 
 
    It whinnied with joy. I no longer had to prompt it to go anywhere. 
 
    All I had to do was give it a direction. 
 
    We moved in a circle around the land following the same path that we had been on the ground. 
 
    I was thirty feet in the air now. On all sides I was matching the tops of the trees, yearning to see out over the stretches of forest that surrounded us for miles. 
 
    Down below, my people moved amongst their homes and the fields. At the remark of one, another would look up to see me, then another and another, and in no time all eyes were upon me as I raced through the air atop the Pegasus. 
 
    I could see my entire land at once from up here. 
 
    I couldn’t risk being seen by outsiders atop this creature. Alorion had assured me how rare they were, and to be seen commanding one would bring far too much attention. 
 
    If I stay low and don’t go too far out, I should be fine. 
 
    ‘Come on, big guy,’ I encouraged him. ‘Let’s get some height.’ 
 
    I pulled gently on the pegasus’s mane, just enough for it to take my hint. 
 
    The steed slowed its pace, beating the air with incredible strength and tilting back steeply. 
 
    I clung on hard and dared to chance a look over my shoulder. 
 
    The straight drop would kill me instantly. 
 
    I got lucky at the Hand of Talaso. 
 
    One slip here and I’m dead. 
 
    Note to self – definitely bring a harness and saddle next time. 
 
    It was too late for that now. 
 
    The pegasus’s hooves trampled against the peaks of the treetops as we rose over the forest. 
 
    We were practically galloping along it now, tracing the treetops effortlessly as the hooves snagged leaves and branches. 
 
    Moonstalker could slay half a dozen of my enemies with a single sweep, but it couldn’t do a damned thing to save me from a forty-foot drop that would skewer me on a branch like a kebab. 
 
    I had to go higher. 
 
    I tugged again on the pegasus’s mane. It whinnied and took a gentler rise against the air. 
 
    The wind struck me harder than ever – and then it seemed to vanish. 
 
    My senses had adjusted to the assault of the wind’s force, and serenity washed over me. 
 
    Then I was lost completely to the sky. 
 
    Just me, the pegasus and the universe rushing around us. 
 
    This didn’t feel like Agraria any longer. When I had first arrived in this world I had passed out during the passage through Master Marlo’s portal that had appeared in the sky. 
 
    Thankfully my emergency chute had pulled and the next thing I knew I woke up in the forest, hanging from the straps and gently swinging from a branch. 
 
    The pegasus suddenly stirred with fright. I snapped back into the moment just as I flew to one side and yearned out to grab hold of its tough mane. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah…’ I called against the harsh blasts of the wind. ‘What’s up, huh? Something spook you?’ 
 
    The skies were still clear as we raced over the treetops, but for some reason my steed pushed ever higher without even a hint of a prompt from me. 
 
    We were high over the eastern patch of forest now, over unknown and unexplored territory. 
 
    The horizon beyond, miles and miles away, disappeared among the clouds and patches of low fog. 
 
    ‘Let’s head back, bud. You’ve done a damn fine job.’ 
 
    I steered the Pegasus left in a wide arc, circling back in a steady U-turn that brought me back over the land. By now my citizens had congregated into small groups, all looking my way as I soared over the land. 
 
    From a hundred yards away I could hear their gasps and shouts of elation. They cheered and clapped their hands in awe as I circled above the land’s perimeter. 
 
    In a gradual shift, I angled the path of my steed. We descended towards the land yard by yard, until we were just a few feet off the ground. 
 
    The pegasus galloped its feet against the air until we met the dirt. It slammed its hooves into the ground and kicked up dirt and dust, its gallop slowing steadily to a trot. 
 
    We slowed sharply just before my building totems. I tugged on the reins and the pure-white steed reared its front legs, whinnying loudly before dropping and shaking its head out. 
 
    I hopped off the pegasus and patted it, keeping it from getting too excited. 
 
    The rest of my tribe kept at a safe distance, both out of fear of this new creature and knowing that too much attention might startle it. 
 
    My wives applauded and looked on in awe as I kept the creature calm. 
 
    Santana and Lola both approached with buckets of water which they poured over the pegasus’s back from either side. 
 
    The cool liquid soothed him after the flight, likely the first one that he had had in good long while. 
 
    I could sense the calmness dripping off him along with the beads of water as they seeped through his feathered wings. 
 
    ‘That was amazing, Jack!’ Talia gasped. ‘How did it feel?’ 
 
    ‘Incredible,’ I laughed. ‘You girls need to get up there and check it out.’ 
 
    ‘I think I’d prefer my feet to remain firmly on the ground,’ Lara said. ‘The highest reaches of a tree is the tallest peak that you will have me stand upon, and that is for the sake of a good vantage point.’ 
 
    ‘Same for me,’ Santana said. ‘A horse on the ground? Unquestionably. But the thought of being that high up terrifies me.’ 
 
    Elera and Ariadne also shook their heads. I was wondering why they all hated the idea, but the answer pretty quickly became clear. 
 
    Heights of which the Pegasus was capable of were normal to me, but not to the citizens of Agraria. Flying machines were a foreign concept. 
 
    It was natural that damn near everyone was afraid of heights. 
 
    But there was always an outlier. 
 
    ‘If the offer still stands,’ Talia said meekly, ‘I wouldn’t mind joining you.’ 
 
    ‘Because you’ll land on your feet if you fall?’ Elera suggested, looking between the rest of my wives expectantly. They all burst out laughing. 
 
    ‘That was actually quite quick for you,’ Ariadne smiled. 
 
    ‘What was quick?’ Elera said obliviously. 
 
    ‘Catgirl, always land on two feet,’ Lara explained, beckoning her hand like she was explaining something immensely complex. 
 
    Elera frowned. ‘Oh. Oh! Now I get it. I just meant that you were rather skilled at commanding high places.’ 
 
    Talia rolled her eyes with a smile and turned to Lola. 
 
    ‘Think we can train the female one by tonight?’ 
 
    ‘She seems a little overexcited by all this commotion,’ Lola replied. ‘Tomorrow would be better. The good news is that the male should easily be able to take the weight of both of you. And now that he trusts you, Jack, you shouldn’t have any trouble getting him to trust your companions.’ 
 
    ‘We still need to give him a name,’ Santana pointed out. 
 
    ‘Good point,’ I said, ‘any ideas?’ 
 
    ‘I like Rhoxio,’ my red-headed wife replied. ‘It was the name of my first horse a long time ago. A little selfish, maybe, but I think it suits him.’ 
 
    ‘Strong name for a strong steed,’ I commented. ‘Rhoxio. What do you think?’ 
 
    The Pegasus hardly stirred. 
 
    ‘Rhoxio it is,’ I laughed. ‘Get some rest, bud.’ 
 
    Rhoxio trotted into the pasture lazily. 
 
    ‘So when are we heading out?’ Talia asked, 
 
    ‘Tonight,’ I smiled at her. ‘Once twilight comes around we’ll take a trip. One of the benefits of being fifty yards above the ground when travelling is that we can do it at night without worrying about being cut down.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    As night fell I looked out from my crow’s nest high above my treehouse. Lanterns were lit, hanging on front doors and upon the makeshift paths snaking through my land. 
 
    If there was one thing that I was damned sure I would never put in place, it was a curfew. I liked the land to feel alive, and that meant my citizens having the freedom to do what they wanted, when they wanted. 
 
    Tonight many were staying up late; it was a clear, cloudless evening, and the stars were out in full force. My people moved from home to home, meeting in communal areas among their sturdy houses, sharing ale and meat and stories. 
 
    This is how life should be in this world. People having the power to move freely and live well without constraint. 
 
    I looked right from my view of the northern gates to the eastern forest. 
 
    East of my land was the only place that I hadn’t explored. The only reason I had ever ventured there was to bury the bodies of our enemies, namely members of the Hand of Chains that we had defeated, as well as the pack of wolves that I had taken down so long ago – the very ones that had brought my first major enemy, the mother wolf, right to my door. 
 
    Pretty ironic that the one unknown place to me in the surrounding area was only associated with death in my mind. 
 
    Few knew what resided out there. My people had previously told me rumors of fruit trees, exactly what the pegasi would both need, but I was doubtful of that for more than one reason. 
 
    The first was what had happened when I had commandeered Rhoxio over that very patch of land. Something had caused him to stir briefly out of control. 
 
    Maybe it was just my imagination. I was conscious of every one of his movements, and why wouldn’t I be considering I was so far from the ground, where just a slight miscalculation could send me hurtling to my death. 
 
    On the other hand it could have simply been Rhoxio getting used to me. He had been cooped underground for longer than anyone knew, and his first experience of a flight was likely to cause him at least a little stress. 
 
    The thunder was striking over there, too… 
 
    Perhaps pegasi had some kind of sixth sense that allowed them to detect extreme weather. It was always said that a lot of animals could do that. 
 
    Twilight finally descended, and while the scenes of peace and prosperity on my land below were satisfying, I had no intention of joining them tonight. 
 
    My wives were patrolling the land; Santana was tending to the horses at the stable, Elera was at the cave enjoying the water, Lara was practicing her bow-skills at the perimeter line (the sure slam of an arrow sounded every twenty seconds to confirm she was around), and Ariadne was eating with her people upon their section of the land. 
 
    The only one missing was: 
 
    ‘Husband? Are you ready?’ 
 
    Talia, my catgirl, called up to me from the foot of the ladder to the crow’s nest. 
 
    I looked down to see her waiting for me. Her lengthening auburn hair was pulled back into a ponytail, her body covered by a loose white overshirt rolled up at the sleeves and a pair of leather shorts that barely descended halfway down her slender thighs. 
 
    ‘Dressed for the occasion?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘To impress, more like,’ she smiled back. 
 
    ‘Well, consider me impressed. Head over to the pasture, there’s just a few things that I need to grab before we go.’ 
 
    I grabbed what I needed and headed to the pasture to find Talia watching Rhoxio doze. At the sight of me he leaped up and began to bound around excitedly like a giant winged puppy. 
 
    ‘I think he may have taken a liking to you,’ Talia laughed. 
 
    ‘Lola said that they’re loyal. Guess she wasn’t lying. Come on.’ 
 
    I approached Rhoxio with much more confidence this time. He bowed his head and I patted him on the back. 
 
    As Talia approached he stirred a little at her unfamiliar presence, but after some soothing tones from myself he quickly adjusted to her. 
 
    With two of us riding this time, a saddle was a necessity. I equipped it to Rhoxio’s back in no time, ensuring that it was tightly fixed.  
 
    I climbed onto Rhoxio’s back. He barely flinched at my weight. 
 
    As Talia’s much lighter form joined me from behind, the Pegasus stirred slightly, but I quickly realized it was aimed at adjusting us on his back rather than being uncomfortable. 
 
    He was far too big and far too powerful for us to cause him any trouble. 
 
    ‘When we were joking earlier about you landing on two feet,’ I said, ‘Have you ever fallen from that high before?’ 
 
    ‘My kind don’t fall,’ Talia said matter-of-factly. ‘In the trees there is always another foothold for us to use.’ 
 
    ‘No footholds in the open sky,’ I smirked. 
 
    ‘Then I guess we’ll have to find out.’ 
 
    For a catgirl who used to be a princess within her old tribe she sure was willing to indulge in danger. 
 
    But who was I of all people to judge? 
 
    ‘If that’s the way it is. Hyah!’ 
 
    I whipped the reins suddenly. Rhoxio reared and I felt Talia’s sharpened nails dig into my sides as she held on tight to me. 
 
    Rhoxio touched back down and surged forwards, and in no time we were ascending into the sky with hardened strikes of the pegasus’s wings against the air currents of Agraria. 
 
    Rhoxio was waiting for an order of direction, and while east looked appetizing, I still had other business to attend to before I made my way over there. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ Talia asked as we turned north over the treetops. 
 
    ‘Remember those peaks and towers we saw above the tree line from the mansion on the hill? Now would be a great time to go check one out.’ 
 
    ‘Was there one nearby?’ 
 
    ‘A few miles this way. We’ll be there in no time.’ 
 
    Travelling on horseback, a journey like this would take hours, maybe more with tough weather. 
 
    But up here? Miles became nothing. 
 
    There were no obstacles, no barriers, no clusters of trunks to maneuver around or dense patches of thickets and vines to cut through. 
 
    Just the clear, open sky, and the moonlight presenting our way. 
 
    ‘There it is,’ Talia said over my shoulder, pointing slightly to the north-east. ‘You see it?’ 
 
    I smiled at the sight of our destination. 
 
    The peak of an old tower stood just over the treetops, rising above the highest shrubs by five or six yards. 
 
    Its silhouette stood against the cloudy mountains many miles to the north, a lone monolith waiting to be discovered. 
 
    And discover it we would. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder at my catgirl. Her green eyes lit up in the moonlight as she met mine, an elated smile rising to her face. 
 
    ‘Hold on!’ 
 
    She gripped me tightly, resting her head on my shoulder as I hiked Rhoxio’s reins, spurring him on. 
 
    The pegasus raced forwards over the treetops towards the tower. Fifty yards off I arced Rhoxio to the right, guiding my steed in an ascending spiral until we had a view of the upper platform. 
 
    ‘I don’t see anyone there,’ Talia observed. ‘I think it’s abandoned.’ 
 
    ‘Sure looks that way. Let’s go check it out.’ 
 
    I levelled Rhoxio’s flight path before directing him downwards once more. We circled the tower several times, observing its levels as we approached the ground. 
 
    The immediate area around the tower was cleared of trees for 20 yards. Rhoxio touched down heavily and kept his path moving around the tower. 
 
    He screeched to a halt just before the tree line, whinnying loudly and rearing slightly before settling. 
 
    Talia and I climbed off, and after leading Rhoxio to a small patch of grass to graze on among some nearby trees, we investigated the area. 
 
    The open area around the tower was scattered with twigs and shrubs, the bulk of the trees having likely been cleared many years ago. 
 
    After checking twice, we found the surrounding woodland didn’t have a single point through which to enter from the forest. It was so densely thicketed with trees and vines that even animals probably wouldn’t be able to access the area, save for the smallest that didn’t present a threat anyway. 
 
    The tower rose hugely to a height of fifteen or twenty yards. White and grey stones composed its exterior, and while teeming vines had crawled their way out of the forest and engulfed the base of the structure, the structure was largely intact. 
 
    The perfect place to build. 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and found the claiming flag that I had constructed back at the land in the Map Room. 
 
    ‘So that’s what you were grabbing,’ Talia remarked with interest. ‘Don’t tell me you’re thinking of starting another tribe here.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite,’ I replied confidently, burying the flag’s end into the ground before the steps of the tower. ‘Our current lands form a horseshoe across the land, with the arc at the bottom. The only problem is that we have a huge open space between the land of the warriors and Garrison’s old land. Voyaging from one to the other could easily become a full day’s ride in the wrong conditions, and if we happened to come across something or someone unfavorable, our people might need somewhere to lie low.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s an outpost?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. Our reach is becoming bigger now. We’re going to start moving further afield, and when we aren’t in possession of a nearby tribal land, a well-secured and well-stocked outpost could be the difference between life and death. These old towers will do nicely. If they’re all surrounded by dense forest like this one, then we could even build secret tunnels to access them. That way the only way through would be underground or via the air.’ 
 
    ‘And if anybody cut their way through the forest?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty of traps and bombs to block their way,’ I spoke confidently. 
 
    ‘You really meant what you said about people being with us or against us, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Every word. I know that the dwarves are with us now, and they’re master miners. Once they’re back on their feet with their land, which judging by their progress after only a day won’t be long, we’ll get to work on constructing tunnels that emerge here.’ 
 
    ‘Smart move,’ Talia agreed. ‘You’ve got to let people play to their strengths.’ 
 
    ‘True. What strength should I ask you to play to?’ 
 
    ‘Aside from ripping out the throats of mercenaries and slavers?’ She mused casually in a tongue-in-cheek tone, ‘reaching high places, of course. And quietly.’ 
 
    ‘Think you can go check it out up there and see if the coast is clear?’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t be very useful if I couldn’t, would I?’ 
 
    Talia leaped up to the exterior wall of the tower and easily got a foothold. She gripped a stone overhead that was so minute in its jutting that I could hardly even see it in the low light. 
 
    She began her climb to the top of the tower, expertly moving from ledge to ledge. 
 
    I turned my attention back to claiming this patch of land. I tapped the flag and the option window appeared before me. 
 
    Select land that you wish to claim. 
 
    The ground beneath the flag where I stood turned into a blue square, three-feet on each side. I took a step out of the square, and another lit up. 
 
    Ten minutes later I had lit up the entire area surrounding the tower, including several yards that stretched into the forest. 
 
    When I returned with the dwarves we would begin building the tunnel with further claimed selections, but that was for another time. 
 
    Once the surrounding area had been claimed, I approached the tower and tapped one of its countless stones. 
 
    The tower lit up with a blue sheen, one that was only visible to my eyes. 
 
    I returned to the flag in the pasture and tapped its end. 
 
    Claim selected land? 
 
    I tapped accept. The 10-minute countdown clock began, opening a window of time that would allow any alternative claimants waiting in the shadows to take advantage of. 
 
    I searched around myself. 
 
    Aside from the barely audible sound of Talia scaling the tower walls and Rhoxio shuffling in the undergrowth, I was all alone. 
 
    And even if somebody was waiting to attack me, I was more than happy to meet them with a swipe from moonstalker.  
 
    I looked up to the heights of the tower to see Talia just as she scrambled over the precipice and onto the upper level. 
 
    ‘How’s it looking up there?’ I called up. 
 
    ‘Old, dusty and covered in bird poop.’ 
 
    ‘But no bad guys?’ 
 
    ‘No bad guys.’ 
 
    ‘Great. So…’ 
 
    ‘Are you coming up?’ 
 
    ‘How the hell am I supposed to get up there?’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Good question.’ 
 
    ‘You know, back in my world all of the stories said that princesses lived in high towers guarded by dragons.’ 
 
    ‘Then I suppose you shall have to come and rescue me, won’t you?’ 
 
    What a tease. 
 
    Rhoxio was more than happy to doze among the trees while I investigated the tower. 
 
    An old marble column was situated outside, chipped and destroyed by years of damage from the elements, as well as weapons by the looks of things. 
 
    Any identifying factors of who had built this tower were gone. 
 
    I would have to seek answers inside. 
 
    I ascended the short run of steps and headed through the open doorway into the tower. 
 
    The ground inside was littered with dried leaves, dirt and cobwebs. The stonework was chipped and crumbling in occasional places, but the overall structure was stable. 
 
    It had lasted God knows how long out here, abandoned long enough to be surrounded by thickets on all sides with not even the footprint of a roaming animal in sight. 
 
    There was no way that it was falling down anytime soon, especially not tonight. 
 
    A spiraling staircase trailed the interior wall, scattered with gaps along its way. I pulled a torch from my inventory and lit it, its flames guiding my way up the steps to the first platform. 
 
    It was composed of rickety floorboards and scattered with dust, straw and the occasional rusted arrowhead, but it had serious potential. 
 
    The same could be said for the second level, although a few additions resided among the twigs and the dirt and the dust. 
 
    Slumped against the wall on the other side of the room were a pair of skeletons. They were dressed in old chainmail armor and rusty helmets, their mouths gaping open and their eye sockets wide and deadened. 
 
    Between the ribs of one protruded a rusty short sword, while the other had a number of snapped and rotting wooden arrows scattered across his entire ribcage. 
 
    These were the only weapons in sight, but judging by the bones they had been struck by more than a few different weapons that the attackers had taken with them. 
 
    ‘Poor bastards,’ I muttered to myself, shaking my head. ‘Held out to the very last by each other’s sides…’ 
 
    The bodies were years old, perhaps even decades. 
 
    Whoever had killed them wasn’t going to be around here anywhere. 
 
    In fact, it was more than likely that they were long dead themselves. 
 
    But based on the smashed plinth outside, I had a hunch about who these guys were. 
 
    I scraped away the dirt and some of the peeling rust from the helmet of the guard on the left and barely made out a symbol painted onto it – a cross with two spikes protruding from it. 
 
    They were soldiers of one of the three major tribes during the Great War. 
 
    This is what the apex of power in this world looked like when it reached its peak – towers built among the forest to guard against enemy tribes. 
 
    These men were likely the only two left here, either staying watch in order to communicate to their brethren that had already fallen back, or about to retreat themselves after losing land to the enemy. 
 
    Now they, and this tower that acted as their grave, were just more relics of war. 
 
    ‘Jack? Are you coming up or are you going to make me wait?’ 
 
    ‘Make you wait a little longer, I think,’ I called up, patting the skeleton on the arm and addressing it. ‘Whoever you were, whatever you did, I’ll give you a proper burial when I come back.’ 
 
    I left the skeletons and ascended the final section of stairs to the watchtower plateau. 
 
    A trapdoor barring access had been smashed from its hinges and now lay rotting on the steps. I moved over it and climbed up to the plateau. 
 
    The stone platform was twenty yards across on all sides. Its circular perimeter was marred by mostly intact battlements, although a large portion had been cracked off completely. 
 
    ‘How did something do this?’ Talia asked. 
 
    ‘Catapult, probably,’ I replied. ‘Years ago when this was being used there was probably enough of the forest that had been levelled to do it.’ 
 
    Talia crossed to the battlements and looked out over them. We were easily ten yards above the tree line, the moonlight illuminating the forest for miles around. 
 
    ‘Look at that view,’ Talia sighed. ‘It’s something, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it is.’ 
 
    ‘Not many people get to see things from this high up in this world, you know? We don’t have flying machines like back in your world.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ I smirked. ‘We do now. He’s parked by the forest chewing on some grass.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know how few people have a chance to ride a pegasus? There are whole battalions of tribes that dedicate their resources to catching them. Mine was one of them…’ 
 
    ‘They were?’ 
 
    ‘For a time. My grandfather went mad trying to catch them, until my father took over and put an end to it.’ 
 
    I looked south-east of where we stood, towards the open patch of forest that lay directly east of my main land. 
 
    ‘What are you looking at?’ Talia asked me with intrigue, snuggling up to my side as she sensed my distraction. 
 
    ‘Honestly? I have no idea. Maybe nothing, but…’ 
 
    I trailed off. 
 
    ‘But…?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the other night I heard something out in the forest. It was late, dead of night when Alorion and I were on guard duty. It was… Whispering and laughing.’ 
 
    Talia eyed me curiously. 
 
    ‘You’re sure that you weren’t imagining it? You know, hallucinating?’ 
 
    ‘If I knew that I was imagining it I wouldn’t be hallucinating, would I?’ I laughed. ‘The whole point of an hallucination is thinking that it’s real, when it’s not.’ 
 
    ‘But you do think that it was real, no?’ 
 
    ‘… Yeah. I’m sure of what I heard. Something was out there.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think that it could be the sword? We have already seen it do strange things. Making you imagine things that are not there would not be beyond the pale, would it?’ 
 
    ‘I guess not. I just didn’t want you girls to start thinking that I’d gone crazy.’ 
 
    ‘We’re all a little crazy, husband,’ she smiled. ‘In a world like this, we have to be.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I laughed, ‘but that view sure does make it worthwhile.’ 
 
    ‘It certainly does,’ she sighed happily. ‘You still haven’t answered my question, husband. What are you looking at out there?’ 
 
    ‘If I did really hear something the other night, and if it the sword isn’t responsible, then whatever was responsible must have originated in the east. It’s the only place surrounding our land that I don’t know a damned thing about, save for rumors that I’ve heard.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t we check it out?’ 
 
    ‘It’s unexplored,’ I replied. ‘Anything could be lurking out there.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ Talia mocked. ‘Anything could be lurking out there. That’s what unexplored means, doesn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah…’ 
 
    ‘So we might as well take a look. We take risks every day, husband. If we don’t explore the wilds we will never be able to conquer them.’ 
 
    ‘Conquer them? Since when did you start thinking like a warlord?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, shut up,’ she laughed, slapping me on the shoulder. ‘In case you forgot, I did used to be a princess.’ 
 
    ‘Used to be,’ I repeated with a laugh. ‘By the way, what makes somebody a princess in this world?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, Princess Mariana used to be a princess before her father died, and she took over. Now she’s a master.’ 
 
    ‘Anyone can be a tribe master in this world, although how long their tribes manage to last is another matter entirely. Princes and princesses aren’t that common anymore – they’re a way of basically saying who’s next in line beneath the master, or in the old world, the king. 
 
    ‘There used to be kings in this world, you know? Eons ago, long before tribes. I would guess that plenty of folk in Agraria aspire to that level of power still.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I smiled. ‘They just need the right king. Back in my world the rank above a prince or princess is still king or queen. A little strange to use master here, don’t you think?’ 
 
    ‘Would you rather I called you King Jack or Master Jack?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve both got a ring to them, actually,’ I smiled, wrapping an arm around her and drawing her in for a kiss. ‘You know what? Screw it, let’s go find out what’s over there.’ 
 
    ‘A sudden change of heart?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? It’s dark, we’re travelling light, and we’ve got the perfect steed to get us there.’ 
 
    We descended the tower and found Rhoxio still munching on the grass. After mounting him and securing ourselves, I whipped the reins and sent him rushing along the edge of the clearing until we were sharply ascending back to the skies. 
 
    We traced south-east until we were parallel with the eastern border of my land, where the lights of my people still shone bright. 
 
    From there, we quickly turned east into the unknown. 
 
    Out here there was no marker in the distance to tell me where the forest ended. The moonlight didn’t afford as much of a field of view as the sun by a long shot, but nothing out here contended with the horizon. 
 
    All I could see for miles and miles ahead were the tops of trees, way off into the distance until they struggled against the clouds. 
 
    We were moving silent through the sky, with hardly any wind hitting us beyond the breeze of the air’s resistance against our smooth travel. 
 
    Rhoxio glided quietly while Talia and I surveyed the land below. 
 
    ‘Up there to the north-east is where the orc encampment was,’ I said, pointing in its direction. ‘South is the trail to the cove, and the inlet where our ship is docked. But out here… I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t see any clearings,’ she spoke into my ear. ‘There doesn’t seem to be any sign of tribes or civilizations… Not that we would be able to see them either way with all of this foliage. It’s so thick…’ 
 
    ‘Tribal land is usually cleared, though,’ I said. ‘We would know if there was a tribal land out here.’ 
 
    We moved onwards until we were around two miles east of my land. Rhoxio hadn’t stirred once in our flight. 
 
    Maybe it was just a fluke. He’s an animal, after all. It’s probably common for him to- 
 
    WHOOSH. 
 
    What the hell was that? 
 
    I glanced around, thinking that I had just imagined something fly by. 
 
    Rhoxio whinnied and picked up speed. 
 
    But then Talia’s fingers sank harder into my skin. 
 
    ‘Did you…?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I heard it,’ Talia replied anxiously, searching around. ‘Something just-’ 
 
    WHOOSH. 
 
    In the dim light I caught sight of the flash of a shape that whizzed by us, barely missing our collective silhouette by inches. 
 
    It was an arrow. 
 
    WHOOSH-WHOOSH. 
 
    Rhoxio whinnied louder and rushed ahead. 
 
    To this creature, the thought of arrows didn’t exist. 
 
    All that existed in its mind right now was the concept of fear. 
 
    Something was nearby, and the pegasus didn’t like it. 
 
    So he decided to move. 
 
    More arrows began to hurtle from below, trailing after us in quick succession like a stampede. 
 
    There wasn’t a chance in hell that I could see who was firing them. Even in daylight it would be a struggle. 
 
    ‘We need to get out of here!’ 
 
    I directed Rhoxio left sharply, pulling him around on a U-turn that pushed his abilities to their limit. 
 
    He wouldn’t like me for that – but he would like me for getting him away from our attackers. 
 
    WHOOSH-WHOOSH-WHOOSH. 
 
    ‘Jack, they’re still coming up on us!’ 
 
    ‘Who are these guys?’ 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    A pained yelp cut through my eardrums like a knife. 
 
    It wasn’t me. 
 
    It wasn’t Talia. 
 
    At that moment Rhoxio whinnied in pain. He shook hard and dipped right, throwing both of us off-balance and clinging on for dear life. 
 
    I glanced over in slow-motion to his right wing and saw the unmistakable outline of an arrow protruding through the feathers, a clean shot that lodged the stem completely into his flesh. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Rhoxio was loyal to me, but the pain running through him was beginning to override that. He bucked and reared in the air as he soldiered forwards, desperately beating his wing against the air but feeling the stem shift within him every time he moved. 
 
    We were still several miles from the borders of my land. 
 
    No way was our steed going to make it that far. 
 
    We needed to head down. 
 
    The arrows had stopped firing sharply after the direct hit to Rhoxio’s wing, but I didn’t put that down to them giving up after a successful strike. 
 
    We were out of their range. 
 
    Just over two miles east. 
 
    I made a mental note and focused on the path westward to my land. 
 
    The sky was clear, but the forest below was treacherously unknown. 
 
    I had no other option. 
 
    ‘We’ve got to set him down.’ 
 
    ‘Where? There’s no clearing for us to use!’ 
 
    ‘I know, but if we don’t get Rhoxio back to the forest floor he could drop out of the sky at any moment, and then we’re all truly fucked.’ 
 
    ‘Those archers could still be close. If we head down there we could end up being overrun by them!’ 
 
    ‘I know – hold on!’ 
 
    I whipped Rhoxio’s reins and he pushed on as hard as he could, despite the biting wound on his wing. 
 
    Talia could probably reach the arrow and remove it while Rhoxio was gliding, but the pegasus’s wings were too powerful. 
 
    One hard strike and he would crush her. 
 
    My steed gave it his all, pushing on through the pain. 
 
    If I ever find a fruit tree you can freaking live in it, you magnificent son-of-a-bitch. 
 
    We had made it another half a mile. 
 
    Faintly in the distance I could make out the lights of my land. 
 
    But Rhoxio couldn’t hold out any longer. 
 
    Steadily he began to descend, and no amount of prompting from me to bring him higher was going to do a damned thing. 
 
    We were going down. 
 
    And I needed a plan. 
 
    Only problem? There wasn’t one. 
 
    I was shit out of luck. 
 
    30 yards to tree line. 
 
    25. 
 
    20. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    ‘I need you to jump.’ 
 
    ‘Jump where?!’ 
 
    ‘Into the branches. You said it yourself, and I saw you do it at the Hand of Talaso. You can do this.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… But what are you going to do? 
 
    15 yards. 
 
    ‘Uhh… I’ll figure something out.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    ‘You got any better ideas?!’ 
 
    10. 
 
    ‘Just be careful!’ 
 
    ‘Come on, it’s just like jumping from a giant collapsing column over a bottomless pit while being chased by zombies. Easy.’ 
 
    ‘Hilarious.’ 
 
    5 yards. 
 
    Talia pulled away from me and perched on Rhoxio’s back lightly, bouncing on the balls of her feet as she readied herself to jump. 
 
    As Rhoxio’s feet skimmed the highest branches, Talia leaped deftly and disappeared from sight amongst a thick patch of branches and leaves. 
 
    Rhoxio and I followed. 
 
    We dipped through the canopy, snagging at leaves and twigs with zero awareness of what laid ahead. 
 
    At any moment we could slam headfirst into a solid branch that was in the wrong place at the wrong time. 
 
    By some miracle we dodged that possibility, descending into the darkness of the forest. 
 
    I blinked wildly, adjusting my eyes to the pitch black brought on by the wall of shrubbery overhead. 
 
    A maze of trunks laid before us. 
 
    Great. 
 
    Rhoxio was smarter than I gave him credit for, though; he promptly tucked his wings in as we darted past trees in the darkness. 
 
    I couldn’t believe how fast we were moving. One wrong hit and we would both be smeared like pancakes. 
 
    But something had to give. With our narrowed center of gravity we were hurtling towards the forest floor too fast. 
 
    And Rhoxio knew it. 
 
    Even if there were trunks blocking our way, there was no other option. 
 
    The Pegasus threw his wings out as far as he could just a few yards from the ground, slowing us as much as possible, but it was no use. 
 
    Too many trunks, no stretches of space to land. 
 
    This was going to hurt. 
 
    ‘Shit, shit, shit!’ 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    My steed’s damaged wing struck a tree trunk and spun us hard. He staggered to the side, and suddenly I hurtled through the air and into a mass of bushes held up by jutting twigs nearby. 
 
    The wind knocked out of me, I ignored the sharpened sticks stabbing me from all sides and quickly climbed to my feet. 
 
    Rhoxio had injuries to both of his wings, but he was a tough bastard – no sooner had I clawed my way up from the gutter of the undergrowth had he done the same. 
 
    His legs were still okay, but his wings were both folded inwards, finally conceding to the injuries. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ I said comfortingly, rushing up to his side and patting his mane. ‘We’re going to get the jerks that did this to you. If I have it my way I’ll feed the sons of bitches to you…’ 
 
    Crack. 
 
    Rhoxio stirred to my side at the sound of a twig breaking in the undergrowth nearby. 
 
    I spun around immediately, gripping moonstalker’s handle. 
 
    ‘Jack? Is that you?’ 
 
    Talia’s voice was unmistakable. 
 
    ‘It’s me. Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Up here!’ 
 
    I looked up to see Talia leaping from branch to branch in the trees to the east. She took them like steps, hopping from one to the other in a skilled descent until she landed right in front of me. 
 
    ‘Are you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ she whispered. ‘What about you?’ 
 
    ‘A few cuts and bruises, but nothing I’m not used to.’ 
 
    Talia’s furred ears suddenly stood on end. She spun around and looked back the way she had come. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked frantically. 
 
    She dropped to the ground on her hands and knees and pressed the side of her head to the ground. 
 
    Vibrations. 
 
    ‘They’re coming,’ she said in a panic. ‘They’re coming this way, and fast.’ 
 
    We couldn’t just fly out of here anymore. Moving on foot was our only option. 
 
    ‘What do we do, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Take Rhoxio,’ I said, handing her the reins. ‘If you run you’ll be able to make it back to the land in no time.’ 
 
    ‘They’re on horseback. I can tell from the sounds. We won’t be able to outrun them.’ 
 
    ‘You will if I hold them off.’ 
 
    ‘Alone?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not alone,’ I said, gripping moonstalker’s handle and inching it out of its sheath to allow a little light into the clearing. ‘Go.’ 
 
    Talia quickly steered Rhoxio west and they took off at a quick jog into the trees, disappearing from sight. 
 
    I took a calming breath as the sound of their feet hitting the dry earth faded from earshot. 
 
    A moment of silence followed. 
 
    It was quickly replaced by the drumming vibrations of an approaching enemy. 
 
    I had two options: the first was to hide in the bushes and wait for them to come by and start swinging, but that would put Talia at risk if half of the archers went for me and half pursued her. 
 
    The second option was to draw moonstalker, make my presence known, and start calling the shots. 
 
    No, what am I talking about? Of course there’s only one option. 
 
    The stampeding of my attackers grew closer. Vaguely through the trees I could make out their substantial heights – the shortest was seven feet tall at minimum. 
 
    No… They were on horseback, just as Talia had said. 
 
    Half a dozen at maximum were approaching. 
 
    And they were closing in fast. 
 
    Just forty yards off, I drew moonstalker from my waist and swung it up before me. 
 
    The brilliant blue light ignited the forest like a fire. 
 
    Incoherent yells sounded from the mysterious assailants ahead. 
 
    They drew to a stop immediately, ceasing their run on me thirty yards off. 
 
    They were just beyond the reach of the light. All I could see were silhouettes awaiting against the deeper blackness of the forest. 
 
    ‘That’s right, you sons of bitches,’ I shouted commandingly. ‘You know what this is?’ 
 
    The silhouettes remained still. Even their horses seemed not to move in the darkness. 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a yes,’ I continued. ‘Now, think very carefully about your next move. Surround me if you want, but I can guarantee you that I’ll take down more than my fair share of you assholes before you manage to drop me. Look at the man next to you. Either one of you could be dead in the next sixty seconds. All it takes is another of your damned arrows coming my way, and I’ll be on you immediately. 
 
    ‘Or, if you’re smart, you can turn on your heels and go back to where you came from. You can be with your wives and your families. It’s your choice.’ 
 
    The figures didn’t move or speak or confer with each other, they just stared at me. 
 
    ‘Did I not make myself clear enough?’ I yelled out. ‘Fine, I’ll say it make it easier for you.’ 
 
    I swung moonstalker back and slammed the blade into the trunk of the closest tree. 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    The blade swiped cleanly through the wood, fracturing the bark. 
 
    The physics of the tree didn’t look like they even knew what to do. 
 
    The foot-thick trunk groaned and cracked, then began to topple in the direction of the assailants. 
 
    They yelled out to each other and retreated a few yards, moving clear of the falling tree. It slammed into the ground before them, a long link between me and them now established. 
 
    It came down so hard that it bounced slightly on the dry undergrowth before settling messily. 
 
    ‘Does that make things clearer?’ I called out. ‘How about now?’ 
 
    As the echo of the tree’s collapse and my intimidating yells faded, I heard them. 
 
    Deep-voiced murmurs caught on the breeze and trickled my way. 
 
    ‘Well?!’ 
 
    The mysterious figures remained where they were. I couldn’t see their faces, but I would bet my life that in that instant they were all staring me down, analyzing me. 
 
    One of them muttered something else in the same deep voice that I had heard seconds before. 
 
    And with that, they turned their horses and galloped away into the forest. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    The moment I arrived back at the land, the sense of peace that had fallen over the place earlier was gone. 
 
    My citizens knew something was up, and while Lola tended to Rhoxio in the stables, I met with Alorion and my wives at the steps to my home. 
 
    Talia had already detailed the events. 
 
    ‘You came under attack?’ Ariadne exclaimed. ‘From who?’ 
 
    ‘We have no idea,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Oh, just give me the chance,’ Lara said, jumping to her feet and brandishing her bow. ‘These bastards come on to our territory and think that they can start attacking us?’ 
 
    ‘Technically we were in their territory,’ Talia corrected. ‘At least, I think we were. It’s hard to tell.’ 
 
    ‘But who were they?’ Santana asked. ‘Did you see them, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Men on horses,’ I replied. ‘There were five, maybe six that confronted me. That’s all I know. Damn good archers, though.’ 
 
    ‘So we know that it is not the orcs,’ Alorion said. ‘They couldn’t hit one of their own from two yards off…’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ I agreed. ‘Somebody else is out there. When they saw moonstalker they quickly backed off. They aren’t brutes that are just throwing their bodies at us. They’re tactical.’ 
 
    ‘If this is a tribe,’ Ariadne said, ‘why haven’t they attacked us before? They’re effective archers, they have forces east of here, and they know not to behave like idiots.’ 
 
    ‘This could’ve just been a patrol,’ Elera suggested. ‘They’re roaming the forest at night some miles from their land and you just happened to fall within range of them. They think you’re… I don’t know, some kind of bizarre flying monster, so they start firing.’ 
 
    ‘The only people who think that are brutes, though, and we already killed the wood-elves,’ Lara added. 
 
    ‘There are other brutes out there.’ 
 
    ‘It would be something of a coincidence, though,’ Santana surmised. ‘We’re out here just a few miles from their patrol all this time and we fail to cross paths with them at any point?’ 
 
    It was a problem with the logic of our suppositions, but it had still happened. 
 
    They were close to our territory. 
 
    Too close. 
 
    ‘There is another possibility,’ Alorion opined, breaking through the silence. ‘If these individuals did belong to a tribe east of here, they could simply be isolationists like the sun-elves, who have been spooked by the recent commotion north-west of their land. Garrison attacked the dwarven land, and we caused a troubling amount of noise while vanquishing him at his land. Consider it: they’re a strong group that can protect themselves at night, they know there are other tribes in the area, so they begin to check the surrounding parts for signs of trouble – and tonight they found it.’ 
 
    ‘Good thing I didn’t call them a bunch of names and threaten to kill them,’ I frowned. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Alorion smiled, before his expression dropped. ‘Oh, you’re doing that sarcasm thing again, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I nodded. ‘So either they’re wary and were just protecting themselves, or they’re trying to expand their reach and seek to kill us all.’ 
 
    ‘Not to be Miss Cynical,’ Lara said, ‘but I’m leaning towards the second.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. We need to be on alert for the next few days, not just on the eastern lookout post but across all of them. If these guys really are smart, they might circle our land from a distance and attack us from another side. 
 
    ‘Alorion, muster the warriors and get them to carry out a perimeter check. I want another level of explosives along the fences, and plenty of tripwires connected to them. If these bastards think they can get the drop on us they’ve got another thing coming. 
 
    ‘Girls, do the rounds with the rest of our civilians and make sure they’re armed for an attack. Once that’s done, I need a second recruit on each lookout post that’s armed. We need to make sure that if we’re being scouted during the night, we’re ready to capture them.’ 
 
    My team rushed off to carry out their objectives while I ascended to the Master Table in my treehouse and sent out a message to Thirbali and the freed peoples. 
 
    Potential trouble to the east of our land. Keep an eye out for threats south of your own borders. 
 
    I slumped back in my chair and looked at the gridded map of the land, my own primary territory sitting right at the center of it all. 
 
    After updating it, the abandoned stone watchtower to the north appeared, as well as the trail that Talia and I had cut aboard Rhoxio. 
 
    Beyond, to the far east, all was unknown.  
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The night went by without a whisper from the forest. With the help of a dose of moonseed and taurem milk I managed to get some sleep, but it was a far cry from the soundness I had been used to since vanquishing Garrison and his minions. 
 
    The next day I arose early and found Lola tending to Rhoxio in the pasture. He was on his belly, dozing between a state of sleep and dazed, flutter-eyed wakefulness as Lola tended to his wings. 
 
    ‘How’s he looking?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Happy at the moment. I’ve dosed him with Essence of Queensfoil. He might not be so happy when he wakes up and realizes that his wings are injured, but he’s okay for the time being. Left wing is just a little bruised. Did he hit it on something?’ 
 
    ‘A tree trunk.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. Well, he got lucky. Should be right as rain in no time.’ 
 
    ‘And the right wing?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a different story. I’ve removed the arrow and disinfected the wound. It’s snagged a muscle and a small vein, hence the reason he was struggling to fly last night. Really shifted it around against the muscle too, but he’s cleared up for now.’ 
 
    ‘You still got the arrow?’ 
 
    ‘Over there. Be careful.’ 
 
    ‘You catch yourself?’ 
 
    ‘Nearly. It’s sharp as the day is long.’ 
 
    In a metal bucket spattered with silver blood nearby, the arrow in question was sticking out, head first. 
 
    Lola wasn’t kidding – the tip was sharper than most of the decent melee weapons that I had seen in my time. 
 
    It was a well-made piece of equipment, streamlined with a light but unyielding stem and fletching made of combed feathers. 
 
    Definitely not orcish. 
 
    But the orcs had carved identifying marks into their own arrows, and there was nothing here to suggest who this arrow belonged to. 
 
    I returned to Lola. 
 
    ‘Think he’ll recover?’ 
 
    ‘I would say so. He just needs time to heal. Granted I’m no expert. I’ve never done this before. Few alive likely have.’ 
 
    ‘So you are an expert,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Did you not just hear me? I said I’d never done this before.’ 
 
    ‘Being an expert is relative. If you know more than everybody else then you’re an expert. Right now I’ll bet you’re the most knowledgeable person for fifty miles in every direction when it comes to working with these creatures. That makes you an expert as far as I’m concerned.’ 
 
    Lola thought on my words for a moment then smiled up at me. 
 
    ‘You do have a way of making people feel good about themselves, I shall give you that.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just telling it like it is. You’re a genius of… pegasi medicine.’ 
 
    ‘That is a niche,’ Lola laughed. ‘Have you thought about tending to the female yet?’ 
 
    ‘Is that a good idea? These two are likely to be mates in the future, aren’t they? She’s probably terrified right now.’ 
 
    ‘They observe each other and how they act, but for the most part they’re fiercely independent creatures. It actually explains why there are so few in the wild – it’s not just down to hunting but the fact that they’re so independent and proud that many don’t end up mating.’ 
 
    ‘Going extinct out of pride,’ I chuckled. ‘Talk about having convictions…’ 
 
    ‘She’s already observed the male trusting you, so she should come around without the help of any more music.’ 
 
    ‘That a sly way of telling me you don’t like Juliet’s songs?’ I winked at her. 
 
    ‘I don’t like music in general. Give me the hum of the wilds any day. Now quit yapping and go break that Pegasus. I’ve removed her shackle, so she’s good to go.’ 
 
    I might have been the tribe master, but when Lola gave me an order I knew to do as I was told. 
 
    The female Pegasus was grazing in the field nearby. There was barely any distinction to make between her and the male, save for the obvious differences. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said, edging my way towards her. ‘I’m not going to hurt you.’ 
 
    The female Pegasus registered my presence and observed me. 
 
    After a few more yards she sniffed at the air, focused on my face, and sauntered my way. 
 
    ‘That’s it…’ 
 
    It took only seconds for her to reach me, while I made up the final few yards. 
 
    I stroked her main, and after she settled I saddled her up and climbed atop her back. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, more to myself than my steed, ‘Let’s see if you’re as feisty as Rhoxio. Hyah!’ 
 
    I whipped the reins, and boy did she fly – literally and metaphorically. 
 
    The Pegasus barely reared, getting as little leverage as it needed against the dirt before surging forwards. 
 
    She shifted up to top speed within 50 yards before pushing off the ground and rapidly taking us up at a 45 degree angle, eventually leaning more vertical than horizontal. 
 
    ‘Holy shit!’ 
 
    I barely managed to level the Pegasus out as we pushed to a height of 30 yards above the treetops. 
 
    After the attack by the unknown assailants last night I had no intention of moving over the forest, but the Pegasus had different plans. 
 
    Just beyond the borders won’t hurt. 
 
    I barely managed to keep control of the steed, letting her trace over the forests for no more than 100 yards before arcing right and trailing the tree line. 
 
    This isn’t going to get old anytime soon. 
 
    I smiled uncontrollably and shook my head. 
 
    This is what freedom feels like. 
 
    We were gliding now, soaring steadily on the air and away from our borders. 
 
    Can I…? 
 
    I balanced myself and raised my arms to my sides, holding on to the pegasus’s back with nothing but my legs. 
 
    I closed my eyes. 
 
    Freedom in the air. 
 
    Then, as the Pegasus shuddered slightly, I heard it. 
 
    SH-O-O-O-O… 
 
    This high up the sound of the beak of a single red xevea was little more than a whisper on the wind. 
 
    But all four cawing in symphony, one from each of my four lookout posts? 
 
    The sound was unmistakable. 
 
    We’re under attack. 
 
    I directed the Pegasus instantly. 
 
    The Pegasus darted left sharply, hitting the peaks of the trees and racing forwards along the air currents. 
 
    I was hundreds of yards away from my perimeter wall, but the Pegasus seemed to be picking up speed; its wings beat powerfully against the air, pounding with more strength than ever as we approached my land. 
 
    My flying steed suddenly exploded past the forest’s edge. 
 
    Our speed only afforded me the slightest glimpse of our attackers in the gap between the fences and the forest. 
 
    There were masses of them – hundreds at the least. 
 
    The Pegasus ducked its head and drew in its wings, descending into a sharp dive towards my land. 
 
    I’m going to die before this fight has even begun. 
 
    Just before I expected the Pegasus to slam headfirst into the ground – and send my head off my shoulders and into my stomach – my steed pulled up sharply and steadied in a horizontal path. 
 
    It galloped in the air before touching down roughly, kicking up waves of dirt and dust as it grinded to a halt. 
 
    I leaped from its back and looked around swiftly as I reached for moonstalker’s handle. 
 
    I wanted to shake my head clean from the sharp shock of the descent, but there was no time. 
 
    Chaos had broken loose – organized chaos. 
 
    My people knew their roles. 
 
    What remained was dealing with our attackers. 
 
    ‘TO STATIONS!!!’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    My ranged attackers moved to the lookout posts with their weapons in hand: 
 
    Elera rushed to the northern post with one of the ranged warriors. 
 
    Santana and Lara took the western post, crossbow and bow in their respective hands. 
 
    Two ranged archers took the post to the south. 
 
    Another two to the east. 
 
    My ranged attackers fired off some of their bolts and arrows, but they knew to wait first unless they were in immediate danger. 
 
    They weren’t ducking or jumping for cover, either. 
 
    No ranged assailants. Who the hell just sends in melee to attack a tribal land? 
 
    And who ignores the flags positioned at our borders? 
 
    Whoever was attacking us was either stupid, or… Even stupider. 
 
    BOOM-BOOM-BOOM. 
 
    In a flurrying succession, the explosive traps positioned around the perimeter suddenly activated. 
 
    They began close to each lookout post, throwing featureless bodies up into the air amidst the rushing smoke that poured upwards. 
 
    Impair their ability to attack, and then- 
 
    ‘FIRE!!!’ 
 
    Finish them. 
 
    Lara’s voice was joined by the warriors on their posts. 
 
    My ranged attackers unleashed hell. 
 
    Arrows flew down from the outposts in twos, striking our enemies. 
 
    My archers quickly reloaded and fired again at the injured, ending them. 
 
    But I still had no idea who these enemies actually were, these melee attackers that were approaching in droves but seemed to be posing little threat to my archers. 
 
    And there were only a small group of my citizens who weren’t busy cutting down our enemies who knew the answer. 
 
    The civilians on lookout had left their posts to be replaced by the ranged attackers, one of whom was a fox-man rushing away from the western post. 
 
    I caught him as he passed the treehouse. 
 
    ‘Who the hell’s attacking us?’ I shouted to the him. 
 
    He was close to my face – I could hear my own voice, which surely meant that he could to. 
 
    And yet he paused in terror, staring back at me in a shaken state. 
 
    ‘Night-walkers.’ 
 
    The color fell from his face at his own utterance of the term, as if he couldn’t believe the words coming out of his own mouth. 
 
    ‘Get out citizens to the underground vault,’ I said insistently. ‘Go!’ 
 
    The fox-man sprinted away to the citizen houses, where they were gathering at their homes. 
 
    My civilians had bravely helped me in taking Garrison’s land. 
 
    Something this time had shook them, though. I needed to get them to safety. 
 
    I rushed into my treehouse and raced up the stairs three at a time. 
 
    In moments I reached the ladder to the crow’s nest. I pulled myself up swiftly and looked beyond the walls. 
 
    Our assailants really did number in the hundreds – I estimated over 300 in total, spread out on all sides of the forest. 
 
    But these weren’t well-trained warriors engaging in battle tactics. 
 
    These were bodies. 
 
    They were moving, sure, but they were practically throwing themselves at our defensive measures. 
 
    Blown-up, shot at, and yet many still moving towards our land with bizarre resolve, totally undeterred by seeing their buddies bite the dust one after the other. 
 
    Just like… They weren’t even thinking. 
 
    Night-walkers. 
 
    Did he mean… Zombies? 
 
    I thought back to the Hand of Talaso, where the column that the second challenge had been located upon had collapsed as the undead had come dragging themselves out of the walls. 
 
    And as I strained to see the rotting, dirt-stained figures staggering against our defenses, I realized that they were one and the same. 
 
    The undead. 
 
    I rushed down from the crow’s nest, practically throwing myself down the floors of my home and into the bedroom before barging through the front door. 
 
    I leaped from the treehouse steps and rushed towards the northern gate. 
 
    Beyond Tormus and Eri’s house I met with my able companions – Talia, Ariadne, and the three melee warriors stationed on my land. 
 
    ‘They’re undead,’ I said quickly. 
 
    ‘Zombies?’ Talia repeated. ‘Like the ones at the Hand of Talaso?’ 
 
    ‘Sure looks that way. They’re not dangerous on their own, but a group could easily overwhelm us, and there are droves swarming around outside trying to get in. The traps have already taken a lot of them down, but it’s only a matter of time before they start to get inside.’ 
 
    ‘What’s the plan?’ Ariadne asked, readying her twin blades. 
 
    ‘We’ll take the northern gates, you warriors take the south. Leave the gates barred -we’re climbing over. We don’t want to risk a rush of them getting in. Go for the head, and failing that, slice them apart. These things are as flimsy as they come.’ 
 
    We broke apart, and I rushed to the northern gates with my wives following right behind. 
 
    ‘How are we looking?’ I called up to Elera frantically. 
 
    ‘Busy,’ my nymph shouted down, launching a controlled stream of frost magic into the forest. ‘But manageable. What are these things?’ 
 
    ‘Zombies, undead, skeletons,’ Talia replied. ‘All that matters is that they need killing… A second time, I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Is the gate clear?’ I asked Elera. 
 
    She glanced over to it and launched a jolt of frost magic. 
 
    ‘It is now.’ 
 
    The three of us sprinted to the gate and leaped up to the bar. Ariadne and I clambered over quickly while Talia hopped to the gate’s precipice and perched there briefly. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ 
 
    We leaped down to the ground and readied ourselves. 
 
    ‘Ughhh…’ 
 
    The scent of smoke was heavy on the air as the dust from the explosive traps settled. 
 
    The remaining zombies were staggering around in droves, only those nearby registering our presence. 
 
    This wasn’t an attack. 
 
    It was just a case of wrong place, wrong time – which made life much easier for us. 
 
    I moved first, approaching a group of the undead as they turned from their efforts on the left and made towards us. 
 
    The undead had long been dead prior to the -un being added. Only ragged clothes clung to their skeletal bodies, their bones and garments matted with mud as if they had just clawed themselves from their graves. 
 
    Some carried rusty weapons that hung limply from their hands, but they were no match for moonstalker. 
 
    I swung my sword hard before me in a horizontal swipe, destroying the entire group. 
 
    They didn’t vanish in a haze of blue light like other beings that I had vanquished with the blade. 
 
    Instead their bones collapsed and shattered as whatever magic had brought them back to life gave way to their dismantlement. 
 
    It seemed that only the living could be turned to dust with this weapon. 
 
    Ariadne, Talia and I made our way along the western wall, slicing our way through zombie after zombie. 
 
    My estimations were right. The undead numbered in their hundreds as they pushed forward in their droves, but their awkward number played to our advantage, as the perimeter of my land was too big and they too spread out to present any real danger, as long as we managed them. 
 
    And manage them we did. 
 
    I cut bone from bone in quick, sweeping succession, bringing them down in waves. 
 
    Some were moving alone while others occupied larger pockets and groups in their attempts to clamber over the walls, but their efforts were to no avail. 
 
    It was the gaps between the lookout posts that we had to worry about, the points that our archers and ranged attackers couldn’t reach. 
 
    That was where the spiked logs set between our defense levels came in. 
 
    Those that managed to make it over the first hurdle had two options. The first was a three-yard jump on an incline. 
 
    The second was falling onto the crowds of spiked logs below. 
 
    Seeing as the undead could hardly pull themselves up over the fence, it seemed that the second option was the most likely. 
 
    From their stuck spots in the gap, all it would require was picking them off afterwards. 
 
    The three of us cut our way towards the western lookout post, where Santana and Lara were making short work of the zombie horde beyond the perimeter fence, and the few that had made it over the fence were promptly being shot to bits by Santana and her crossbow bolts. 
 
    ‘You two okay up there?’ I shouted up to them. 
 
    ‘Us?’ Lara laughed. ‘Worry about yourself down there in the mix. We’re busy kicking ass.’ 
 
    With a well-aimed shot, she nailed a skeletal zombie peering over the fence straight in the head, sending its skull toppling away into the forest and its body flailing about pointlessly. 
 
    Talia knocked its body to pieces with a swift kick to the ribcage, and we sliced up another pocket before making our way around to the southern gate. 
 
    The melee warriors had already cleared the southern pass and almost reached the eastern post. 
 
    We caught up with them and moved to fight side by side. 
 
    ‘You will practically be lapping us at this rate, tribe master!’ One of the warriors laughed. 
 
    ‘Only because of this thing,’ I laughed back, brandishing moonstalker. ‘Now let’s finish these bastards off.’ 
 
    Our squad of six quickly swept through the remaining zombies on the north-eastern side. 
 
    Within minutes they were reduced to scattered bones and tattered rags, littering the ground in every direction. 
 
    ‘That looks like all of them,’ I panted as we arrived back outside the northern gates. ‘Just the stragglers that are caught on the spikes.’ 
 
    ‘We shall check the perimeter for any outliers that may not have made it to the front of the packs,’ one of the warriors said, before the trio jogged away to sweep the area once more. 
 
    ‘We can make short work of them,’ Ariadne nodded. 
 
    ‘It’s the cleaning-up part I’m not looking forward to,’ Talia said. ‘We need to get rid of the bodies before they start to stink.’ 
 
    ‘They already stink,’ Ariadne frowned, covering her nose. 
 
    ‘Where did they all come from? There are so many…’ 
 
    ‘They’ve been dead for a while,’ I said, looking to the ragged garments and flesh-stripped bones. ‘I just wonder what it is that brought them here…’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Not half an hour later I met up with my closest advisors in the Map Room. 
 
    Despite now possessing the Master Table from which I had access to a range of other features, the Map Room still had its purpose: it was our unofficial meeting room where the most trusted members of my main land met up to discuss our plans of action. 
 
    ‘Have any of you ever seen anything like this before?’ I asked, looking around at everyone. 
 
    A chorus of shaking heads and negatives responded. 
 
    ‘Our people know them as night-walkers,’ one of the fox-people said. ‘But we have never confronted them face to face.’ 
 
    ‘The only time I’ve ever seen them is with you at the Hand of Talaso,’ Cass said. 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Talia replied, while Lara nodded with her. 
 
    ‘You’ve confronted these before?’ Eri asked curiously. 
 
    ‘A little while ago. There were hundreds hiding in the walls of a column where the second clue to this resided.’ I tapped moonstalker’s sheath. ‘I’m in Agraria for months and manage not to run into any undead, and within a week they’re collapsing stone columns and attacking our land. What are the chances?’ 
 
    ‘Surprisingly likely.’ 
 
    Our heads all spun in unison to the door of the Map Room. 
 
    A squat figure stood in the doorway, hooded and wrapped in shawls. 
 
    ‘Scholar Mavis,’ I said, turning back to everyone. ‘What a pleasant surprise. Everyone, this is-’ 
 
    ‘There are no need for introductions, laddie,’ she hushed, waving her hand before her as if to usher away my words. ‘We have more important matters to deal with.’ 
 
    Scholar Mavis hobbled into the room and stood before the map table. She was tall enough that her hooded head peaked over the slab, but not much more. 
 
    ‘Ahem,’ she coughed, glancing around at us unashamedly. 
 
    ‘Err…’ I quickly brought up my inventory and scrolled through the mess. 
 
    ‘Here,’ Alorion said, pulling up his own inventory and quickly depositing a wooden crate in front of the slab. 
 
    ‘What the hell do you have a crate in your inventory for?’ I frowned at him. 
 
    ‘Why do you not have a crate?’ He frowned back at me. 
 
    He had me there. 
 
    ‘Thank-yee,’ Mavis said, stepping up heavily onto the crate and overlooking the slab before turning to me. Impressive work with that golem by the way, laddie.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve… You’ve seen one before?’ I stuttered in awe. 
 
    ‘Not personally, but the ancestors of my people once delved deep enough to find the substance that sits at your side. Naturally it is not a surprise that they would also run into golems, too. Very common in the shallows of the deep, which is also the place where they may come into contact with the what bores them into existence in the first place.’ 
 
    The hairs on my arms stood up. 
 
    ‘What are you getting at?’ 
 
    ‘I have finished translating Kalgunri’s journal. Much of it chronicles his and his men’s work crafting this weapon and the trials that he put between it and any seeking hands. He has also noted theories that came to mind regarding the substance when he was in its presence for long stretches of time.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘This passage is perhaps the most important.’ Scholar Mavis cleared her throat and began to read. ‘Removing such a bounty from the depths of the earth is both a blessing and a curse. On the one hand we now hold a weapon of legend, glowing brighter than any gemstone could possibly hope to; on the other we have changed the balance of this world’s weightings, swinging the scales too far into the hands of us mortals…’ 
 
    ‘Something of a coincidence, though, isn’t it?’ Santana commented. ‘That Jack comes into possession of this sword, and the next thing we know these strange beings start clambering out of the ground…’ 
 
    Santana trailed off as she realized she had just found the answer to her own question. 
 
    So did we all. 
 
    ‘It’s not a coincidence, is it?’ I said quietly, turning back to Mavis. ‘They’re drawn to the agrarium?’ 
 
    ‘I am not so sure that drawn is the word we should be using. Disturbed would be much more apt.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘That sword of yours was locked away beneath the ground for years, decades even. It was down there with the rest of them, with mounds of rock enclosing it from all sides. Now that it has been exposed to the world, the natural order of things has been disrupted. There cannot be such a sharp shift in power, especially when it is so concentrated, without changes that occur in response.’ 
 
    ‘As above, so below,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘It’s just an expression from my world. Maybe not that important right now, but…’ 
 
    ‘Well, what is important, is that moonstalker coming to the surface and being used has upset the natural balance. Blacksmith Kalungri theorized this very matter in here.’ Mavis slapped the journal down on the table. ‘And now we’re dealing with one hell of a formidable shitshow in the form of those blasted things out there.’ 
 
    We all exchanged concerned glances. 
 
    ‘I knew this thing would come with a catch,’ I muttered, patting the scabbard at my side that contained moonstalker. ‘How did I not guess? There’s always a freaking catch…’ 
 
    ‘I hasten to add, laddie, that these claims of mine are not conclusive. I am but a scholar. I draw my conclusions from the available evidence that I have at hand. Kalgunri’s notes are the only evidence that we have. If some other piece of evidence or information happened to present itself, then my conclusions would perhaps change.’ 
 
    ‘You mean something else could have caused this?’ 
 
    ‘It would be something of a coincidence, tribe master, but not unheard of. Strange things happen in this world all the time.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to tell me twice,’ I smiled. ‘So what kind of other forces could have caused this to happen?’ 
 
    ‘Well, I thought the answer to that would have been obvious,’ Scholar Mavis replied. ‘Magic.’ 
 
    ‘Magic?’ I repeated, instinctively forming the symbol with my hand to pull up the power stone selection wheel but stopping short of completing the motion. ‘I know a little about that. Not much, but a little. That said, my power stones pale in comparison to moonstalker now. They’re more like… Supporting weapons.’ 
 
    ‘Some magic scholars would give you a good slap for referring to magic as a weapon, laddie,’ Mavis frowned. ‘But I am not one of them. I have seen the strength of magic, and I know that any form of it can be used as a weapon if a person is so minded.’ 
 
    ‘What kind of magic is powerful enough to raise the dead, though?’ Santana asked inquisitively. ‘Not to mention in such a number?’ 
 
    ‘A good question, missy. You will know that there are power wells scattered across this land in hidden places. These are areas of rich magic, where the water is imbued with the power to replenish the stones you speak of. 
 
    ‘But there are also wider spaces on the land that are rich with magic, ones that lie on the surface. These are much more potent, but much more treacherous.’ 
 
    ‘Treacherous?’ Lara frowned. ‘How so?’ 
 
    ‘My area of expertise is dwarven history,’ Mavis conceded. ‘Not the history of magic in Agraria. But from my limited knowledge, magic has a life force of its own. The magic you use in the form of your power stones may be powerful, but that which lurks on the very land, seeping up from the earth below, can be both tempting and tragic to those who may use it. It takes a strong mind, which few in this world truly possess.’ 
 
    ‘So a magic user in the area could have cast some super-powerful spell that made the dead… Undead?’ 
 
    ‘Precisely.’ 
 
    ‘And if I was the kind of idiot who wanted to go looking for one of these magical patches of land and their magic-wielding owner, how would I go about doing that?’ 
 
    Scholar Mavis scoffed and shook her head. 
 
    ‘I could not say. That is where my knowledge ceases on the matter, unfortunately. Few who are alive outside of these communities know much about them, and that is just the way I imagine they like to keep it.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing nobody else has a clue about this?’ 
 
    I glanced around the Map Room. 
 
    Nobody did. This was beyond us all. 
 
    But it was one of two possibilities posing a direct risk to the safety of my tribe. 
 
    ‘So either we’re facing off against disturbed forces because of moonstalker’s ascension to the earth, or some other force or community in the nearby area is screwing with us. 
 
    ‘If the first is right, all I have to do is keep picking them off until they stop… If they stop. If the second is right, then we’re under siege from some magic user, albeit pretty coincidentally.’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ Elera finally said, realizing something, ‘correct me if I am wrong, but something is bothering me. There are two possibilities here, as Jack said: either moonstalker has upset the balance of the land, or some nearby magical force has carried out an act that would cause the dead to rise, correct?’  
 
    ‘Correct, nymph,’ Scholar Mavis replied flatly. 
 
    ‘So if it’s a nearby power that has raised these beings from the dead, then I think that we can all agree this is something we should investigate. But if moonstalker really has upset the balance of things in this area, and the undead haven’t been drawn specifically here, that means that there’s a chance that we aren’t the only community in the area that will have been visited by these beings.’ 
 
    Silence fell around the Map Room as each and every person understood the gravitas of Elera’s comment. Their faces changed quickly from curiosity to terror. 
 
    And they were all reflected in my own expression. 
 
    The undead would be attacking indiscriminately. Hostile tribes would potentially have come under attack. 
 
    But that also meant that any of my other four lands could have come under attack, too. 
 
    A hellacious chill coursed through me. 
 
    I bounded out of the Map Room and sprinted up the steps to my treehouse, taking them three at a time until I reached the top floor where my Master Table resided. 
 
    I pulled open the main window and tapped the Communications tab madly. 
 
    The five windows indicating each of my other lands appeared, including the newly-claimed outpost. 
 
    I immediately opened the communication window for the four occupied lands and sent a message out to each of them for a status update. 
 
    Each second that I waited dragged for an age. 
 
    As far as I knew, all four of my other lands, all of which weren’t as well-defended as the main one upon which I resided at that very moment, were either levelled or under attack. 
 
    Ping. 
 
    A message from Master Thirbali appeared. 
 
    All clear. 
 
    Ping-ping. 
 
    Back to back, messages from Tobias and the freed peoples replied. 
 
    The land is peaceful, Master Jack. 
 
    No threats on our horizon. 
 
    All that remained was the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    No response. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ 
 
    I clasped my hands to the side of my head. 
 
    Then- 
 
    Ping. 
 
    Hello Master Jack I have not used one of these before I am well how are you. 
 
    I collapsed back into my chair and breathed a sigh of relief. I even managed a laugh at Jeremiah’s lack of punctuation. 
 
    Good to hear. We are well, thank you, I responded. 
 
    I returned downstairs at a much slower pace and found my wives, Alorion, and the rest of my closest advisors waiting outside. 
 
    ‘We’re fine,’ I breathed. ‘For now…’ 
 
    I just didn’t know how long it would be until we were attacked again. 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘I need to gather some information. If it’s just the undead that are clawing their way up, then we might be okay for a little while, but if anything else decides to come rising up from the earth that doesn’t take a strike from a blade so easily, we might be in trouble. If that’s the case, then I need expert advice from somebody in this realm, and there’s really only one person in these parts that can help us out.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Mere hours after the undead attack, I prepared to head out in search of answers. 
 
    With no more threats in the forest my people would be safe for now. 
 
    Before setting off I tasked my non-fighting specialist civilians with getting rid of the remains of the undead that were scattered around our border. 
 
    In the process, they made a strange discovery. 
 
    ‘Master Jack?!’ 
 
    I turned to see two of the fox-people rushing across to me. 
 
    ‘Done already?’ I said. ‘I’m impressed.’ 
 
    ‘Not nearly,’ one of the fox-men laughed, before his smile promptly fell away. ‘There is something that you need to see.’ 
 
    I followed the fox-people outside of the gates to the external side of our perimeter. They and the satyrs were making short work of the disposal of the zombies’ remains. 
 
    The clean-up group was stood around a single body. I crossed to join them. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Look at this, Master Jack.’ 
 
    My citizens stood aside to reveal the remains of a single zombie. It was wearing chainmail so rusted that it could hardly be moved, but a rotten tabard covering it still bore a marking that dirt had been wiped from. 
 
    I knew that symbol. I had seen it not long ago upon the two dead warriors in the abandoned stone tower that Talia and I had journeyed to. 
 
    ‘This a soldier from The Great War,’ one of the fox-people said. ‘Not only that, but I think most of these night-walkers were once soldiers from the war. They all wear armor, and if we search hard enough I think we will find many others with a mark of the three ancient tribes.’ 
 
    ‘Jeez,’ I muttered, ‘just how many fallen soldiers do you think are out there?’ 
 
    The fox-people and the satyrs all exchanged weary looks. 
 
    ‘The story often goes that half the world fell to that war,’ one of the satyrs finally said. ‘The bodies residing deep beneath the earth out there, fallen so many years ago, would be countless.’ 
 
    A chill ran up my spine. 
 
    That was a lot of undead. 
 
    And if there was any chance that this would happen again, I had to act fast. 
 
    I left my citizens to carry on and returned to the land where I saddled up my horse, Arabelle, and brought her to the spot outside my home to meet up with my people. 
 
    ‘I need answers about exactly what happened,’ I said. ‘Alorion, you’re coming with. We’re taking Arabelle and travelling light.’ 
 
    ‘No cart?’ 
 
    ‘Nope. We’re moving fast.’ 
 
    ‘As you wish.’ 
 
    Alorion hopped onto Arabelle’s back behind me. 
 
    ‘We’re well-protected,’ I said to my wives, ‘but if things go awry, get everyone to the underground chamber. I’ll hurry back and make short work of anyone who poses a threat. The remains of the zombies are cleared from the perimeter and disposed of in the forest, and that dirt from the construction of the underground chamber is shifted to the wilds as well. It would usually be a lot of work, but considering how many citizens we now have, I’m sure we can get it done in no time.’ 
 
    My wives gave me their best wishes, and I guided Arabelle to the southern gates, where the guard on duty had them open and ready for me. 
 
    Arabelle trotted into the wilds with Alorion and I saddled aboard. 
 
    ‘You ready?’ I asked my companion. 
 
    ‘I’ve made the trip to the cove a dozen times with you,’ he replied. ‘Why would I not be ready?’               
 
    ‘Not at these speeds you haven’t,’ I warned. ‘Hyah!’ 
 
    Arabelle whinnied and tore off along the forest trail, the wind whipping suddenly through my hair as Alorion’s yelps of shock turned to happy shouts. 
 
    ‘Wooo!!!’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Ichabod’s Cove was usually a bastion of safety. As a trading post, there was a general understanding amongst the merchants, traders and residents that people shouldn’t cause trouble. 
 
    So when I rocked up the next day with Alorion and found I everything to be exactly as we always knew it, two thoughts occurred to me. 
 
    The first: the undead or any other godforsaken beast that might have risen from the ground hadn’t attacked the cove. 
 
    The second: despite the fact that the place was unscathed, our usual welcome of every single soul ignoring us was no longer the case. 
 
    ‘Plenty of water and the best feed,’ I said to the cove’s stablemaster, transferring him 50 gold pieces. ‘She’s had a tough journey.’ 
 
    ‘Yessir,’ the goblin obliged, nodding his head courteously. 
 
    As we walked the cove’s levels, passing by shops and merchant stores, passers-by turned my way with cautiously-raised eyebrows, and those in groups muttered to their companions as they turkey-necked me on their way by. 
 
    After it had happened more than a few times, I knew something was up. 
 
    ‘Is it just me,’ I started, keeping my voice hushed, ‘or do we seem to be attracting a little attention?’ 
 
    ‘You’re not wrong, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I think we need to keep a low profile.’ 
 
    I pulled a hood from my inventory and attached it to my jacket, pulling it over my head and donning a cowl to cover the bottom half of my face. 
 
    Alorion pulled up his own inventory and produced a cloak that he wrapped around his body and hauled over his head. 
 
    ‘Those guys knew us. Do we know them?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen them before, nor the others… Nor the other ones.’ 
 
    ‘Why are they are suddenly so interested in us? Do I have something on my face? Is there a note on my back?’ 
 
    ‘A note on your back? Is that another of your expressions?’ 
 
    ‘No, just forget it. We need to stay out of the boardwalks.’ 
 
    We ducked into an alley between two merchant stores and traversed the uneven boards that met the cove’s rockface. 
 
    We took the rickety gangplank across to the door in the rock face, hidden way back from the boardwalk and the merchants. 
 
    Inside the secluded and gloomy cavern, the usual habitual users of moonseed were scattered across beds, Agraria’s answer to an opium den. 
 
    With a sharp left we found the door to our destination hidden in the shadows, leading to the secluded home of the woman who knew more than most in this world. 
 
    I wrapped my knuckles on the door. A pleasured laugh sounded from within, and a moment later the countless locks on the other side began to unlatch until- 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    The Necromancer threw open the door, eying me sternly before registering my appearance. She was a petite woman with jet black hair, and while usually she was wrapped up in a gown, she now stood in an open silk robe that granted sight of everything – her perky breasts, her toned stomach, all the way down to her naked waist and slim legs, all in the same flawless pale tone of her face. 
 
    Not that she cared in the slightest, of course. 
 
    ‘Good afternoon to you as well,’ I smiled wryly, unable to resist looking her up and down. 
 
    ‘Oh, tribe master,’ she smiled in earnest, taking a sip from a glass of wine hanging lazily from her fingers. ‘What a pleasant surprise.’ 
 
    ‘Mind if I come in?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ She glanced back into her chambers, then to me. ‘As long as you’re a worldly man.’ 
 
    ‘Is that some kind of riddle?’ 
 
    ‘It’s essentially me asking if you’re okay being in the presence of a pair of naked courtesans.’ 
 
    ‘Perfectly fine with that.’. 
 
    ‘Then please, come in.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep an eye out,’ Alorion assured me. 
 
    I headed inside, and my host locked the door behind me. 
 
    Often in the company of a strange and powerful individual, having a locked door standing between you and your ability to exit wasn’t a good sign. 
 
    But for some reason I had always trusted the Necromancer. She knew who she was, and she had no interest in crossing me. 
 
    The Necromancer’s domain was a large, circular room below a huge skylight. The place was scattered with desks, books, parchment, potions and trinkets, all centered around a throne opposite the door. 
 
    Queen of her own small kingdom, I thought to myself with a smirk. 
 
    ‘Who is this?’ 
 
    The unfamiliar voice led me to glance over to the left of the cluttered chamber. 
 
    Draped upon a large bed were a pair of high-elf women. They were in their mid-20s, their purple skin completely uncovered by clothes, with only the sheets to cover their nakedness – something neither of them were bothering to cover up. 
 
    Their physiques were something to admire, standing close to my own height with toned, slender bodies, pert breasts and smooth, purple skin. 
 
    But the who is this? Wasn’t followed by a squeal or ducking for cover – one raised her head to admire me, while the other propped herself up on her hand. 
 
    They were simply intrigued at my arrival. 
 
    ‘Ladies,’ I nodded, unfazed by their naked state despite how incredible they looked. 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ One of the naked high-elves moaned with interest. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘He’s just a weary traveler,’ the Necromancer winked at me. 
 
    ‘Will he be joining us?’ The other girl asked. ‘He’s handsome.’ 
 
    The Necromancer frowned with interest. 
 
    ‘That’s up to him,’ she smiled at me. ‘What do you think, tribe master? I’m sure they could use a man like you to satisfy their desires.’ 
 
    ‘Would that I could,’ I replied, only half-lying considering how stunning they looked spread out on the bed, ‘but I’m here on official business.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ my host replied, crossing to her throne and sinking into it. ‘Well, in that case, I suppose I have to ask - what in the fuckery fuck of the gods have you been doing?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ I frowned, taken aback at her sudden change in tone. 
 
    ‘I mean that people have been talking and word has been travelling. Killing mercenary groups? Taking down slaver tribe masters? What possessed you to do that?’ 
 
    ‘Because it’s the right thing to do,’ I said sternly. 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m not arguing with you,’ she insisted. ‘I’m simply saying that most people don’t tend to go out of their way to get themselves into heaps of trouble like that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, not to blow smoke up my own ass,’ I frowned, ‘but I’m not like most people. Not most people in this world, anyway. Anyway, that’s beside the point – how the hell do you know what I’ve been up to?’ 
 
    ‘Please,’ the Necromancer humored me, batting a hand my way, ‘when you build the number of your tribe to the level you have in such a short amount of time, word gets around. People talk. Wanderers observe things.’ 
 
    Shit. Looks like word’s out. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I cut in, ‘you haven’t caught word of any of them trying to take us down, have you?’ 
 
    ‘Take you down? No. Luckily for you they know you’re partnered with another tribe, and they know that when you come across slavers you tend not to hold back. I don’t think you’ll be having any trouble any time soon… Unless you do something stupid, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, we never start anything. It’s other tribes that keep trying to kill us. We’re just trying to get along.’ 
 
    ‘Sure you are.’ 
 
    ‘I’m serious! Most of my day is spent trying not to get murdered by everything with a pulse in this damned world…’ 
 
    ‘The civilized man,’ the Necromancer mocked sardonically, placing her hands on her hips and prancing around before dropping her act dryly and shaking her head. ‘It may shock you to know that folks in this world aren’t exactly thrilled about sharing.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, the history in my world isn’t exactly a bucketful of rainbows either, but people do get along… Sometimes, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Your world?’ 
 
    ‘My old world. You know, falling out of the sky and everything.’ 
 
    ‘Ah. For a second there I thought you were getting broody. Well, either way, things are getting riled up out there. Undead roaming in the wilds, tribes becoming more aggressive with each other. There are already whisperings that the Cove council are going to start bringing in extra security to look after this place.’ 
 
    ‘So you do know what’s been going on around here?’ 
 
    ‘Why are you so interested?’ 
 
    ‘Put it this way – you can add the roaming undead to the list of things that are trying to kill me. A huge mass of them attacked my land yesterday. I need to know why this is happening, and if it’s going to happen again.’ 
 
    ‘There are several possible reasons. My money would be on dark magic.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the first person to say that to me. What kind of magic?’ 
 
    ‘… Dark, I just said that. Moron.’ 
 
    ‘I know that you just said that,’ I rolled my eyes. ‘But what kind of dark magic? You know more about this than anyone in the area. The spells that I use can shoot fire at people, throw them through the air and electrocute them. But I didn’t know they could raise the dead.’ 
 
    The Necromancer eyed me knowingly, tapping a finger on her chin. 
 
    I always got the impression that she knew more than she was letting on. 
 
    Probably because she did. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ I finally said. ‘This wasn’t your doing, was it?’ 
 
    She eyed me with a wise expression, then broke out laughing. 
 
    ‘Ha! The look on your face. Of course it wasn’t me. For a tribe master you certainly are dim. I may have a handle on my fair share of spells but even I don’t have the powers to do something like that, especially on such a large scale.’ 
 
    ‘So who can?’ 
 
    ‘There are only a few ways to raise the dead. All involve some form of magic, but the process differs. You can make a sacrifice – one life for another. There’s a rare spell called The Grave Purge – nice bit of wordplay there – that can bring back the undead to fight for you. That’s the dark magic that you’re talking about, but it comes at a cost. Such a violation against nature can do things to the user’s mind. 
 
    ‘But you can never bring them back the way they were. When your lights go out your soul goes with them. The thing you call a body, these carcasses that we walk around in? They’re just sacks of meat by that point. In all honesty I’ve never really seen the point of burials, funerals and the like. It would be better for the local wildlife if we just feed ourselves to them.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what you’re going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Gods, no. I hired a dwarf some years ago to cremate me and turn me into a firework. I’ve got it all figured out.’ 
 
    I raised a befuddled eyebrow at her. 
 
    ‘What?’ She shrugged innocently. 
 
    ‘Back on topic. Is there anything else that could do this?’ 
 
    The Necromancer took a sip of her wine. 
 
    ‘You speak like a man with something on his mind, tribe master. You’re seeking a particular answer from me… Which leads me to believe that you are hiding something.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t we all?’ 
 
    ‘Some more than others.’ 
 
    ‘True. But, then again, a thought has been playing on my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘That you wouldn’t have done what you did in the last few weeks without something to help you. Bright men like you don’t get to where they are without a little… Helping hand.’ 
 
    ‘You’re talking about my wives?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sure that the love of your wives is an extremely important ingredient in your success. But I am thinking of something much more… Substantial. I have heard things.’ 
 
    We locked eyes for several moments, before her eyes trailed across and down my neck, across my torso, and down to my waist. 
 
    But she wasn’t looking between my legs. 
 
    She was looking to moonstalker. 
 
    ‘How do you…?’ 
 
    ‘Just because I’m hidden in here doesn’t mean I don’t know all of the happenings in these parts. I have eyes and ears everywhere. Now show me that impressive weapon of yours.’ 
 
    The Necromancer was a beautiful woman, yet the only extreme that outdid her attractiveness was her insatiable appetite for strange and interesting powers. 
 
    Still, I knew which weapon she was talking about. 
 
    I took a firm grasp on moonstalker’s handle and drew it from its sheath. Its blue light instantly cast across the room, lighting up every corner of the Necromancer’s hidden chamber. 
 
    Her eyes filled with its light as she stared up at it. Her chest heaved with a gasp, followed by quivering breaths. 
 
    I had seen the same look in the eyes of a few women in Agraria, but it had always been in the bedroom. 
 
    I had never seen her remotely lose her cool like this before. 
 
    But there was a first time for everything, and boy did she lose it. 
 
    The pair of courtesan high-elves covered their eyes too, glancing between their fingers at the weapon in disbelief. 
 
    Master Mariana’s golden face flashed into my mind suddenly. 
 
    The thought of her quickly regaining her composure after faltering the last time I had seen her came to mind. 
 
    She was a leader. It was her job to hold her convictions. 
 
    But the Necromancer never made any attempt to hide who she was. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ She breathed, her mouth falling open as she drank in the sight of the glowing weapon. ‘So it is true…’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I said, feeling the agrarium’s seductive powers taking hold of my mind briefly before I fought it off and carefully slid it back into its sheath. ‘You’re damn right it’s true.’ 
 
    The Necromancer regained her composure slowly, finally managing to push out of her chair. 
 
    ‘How did you acquire that?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘Riddles, hidden chambers, and the usual things-trying-to-kill-me. It’s a long story, but the important thing is that I’m in possession of it.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed you are,’ she gulped, looking at me in a way that she never had before. 
 
    ‘What I really came here to ask is whether or not me acquiring this could be responsible for the undead roaming around in the forests. Did I do this? By bringing this thing up from beneath the earth?’ 
 
    My host took a heaving sigh. 
 
    ‘Perhaps.’ 
 
    ‘… Perhaps?’ I repeated. ‘You’re giving me perhaps? I already got a perhaps from somebody. What I’m looking for is a sense of surety.’ 
 
    ‘Many things are unknown in this world, tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘You know what I’ve noticed about this world, something that it has in common with my old world? People talk in half-cocked vagueness when they don’t know shit about something but want to pretend like they do.’  
 
    ‘That’s… Actually true, but I’m not one of the ones that does that. I say what I mean. And as for your smarmy attitude, I do happen to have an answer to your question.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘You want my advice? Back when I was a user of magic myself rather than a bestower, I almost blew myself up more times than I can count experimenting with magic. It’s a wonder that I’m even here today. But I am, and I spend my time using my gift to let other people experiment. 
 
    ‘But to experiment, you need to wipe out all of the variables and see what changes. You find a dark magic user that’s experimenting with nefarious spells? Kill him and see if the undead come back. You stumble on a power well that’s going haywire? Let me know and I’ll have one of my contacts go out and purge it.’ 
 
    ‘Power wells can do this?’ 
 
    ‘Lore claims so. Any one of a number of things could be causing this. Gods, it could even be a combination of many different things. When considering the ways of the dead it is difficult to tell. We do not know what lies beyond the edges of this world, when our souls tip off into the eternal unknown. When it comes to matters of death, almost nothing is known. 
 
    ‘And then there are the things that you already know of but have failed to pay any mind to. Do you know of any other variables that could be causing this to happen?’ 
 
    I thought of the flight over the eastern lands several nights ago, where Talia and I had almost plummeted to our deaths after the well-aimed arrows had swept by us in the dark. 
 
    Unknown enemies were out there. 
 
    ‘Maybe. I’d need to investigate it further.’ 
 
    ‘Then that’s what you should do. It might change things. And if it doesn’t… Well, you must look to that weapon at your side for the answer. All great power comes with trade-offs.’ 
 
    ‘But I can’t hold onto this weapon if it’s going to keep causing the undead to come knocking at my door… Or something worse. You said that the undead were roaming in the forest, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I hear. Trading posts being attacked by small bands of the things. Travelers coming under attack. Even some tribes south of here that have experienced an influx of the things.’ 
 
    ‘So it isn’t just my land,’ I said. ‘They’re not attracted to the sword.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. It would appear they’re everywhere. Quite a coincidence that something like this happens just as you acquire that weapon.’ 
 
    ‘And if it’s a magic user that just so happens to have done this, then…’ 
 
    ‘Then they’re more powerful than any that I’ve ever heard of, at least in this age. During the Great War the mages, warlocks and necromancers of the biggest tribes pushed their powers far beyond anything that we mere mortals can comprehend. They waged destruction upon the land that has not been seen since.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think that’s possible now, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. I know a lot, but the more that I find out, the more I realize how little I know.’ 
 
    A chill ran through me.  
 
    ‘But maybe it’s just a temporary change,’ she continued. ‘A slight imbalance that’s causing it to happen. There are only so many bodies beneath the earth that can come clawing their way up.’ 
 
    ‘And if it isn’t an imbalance?’ 
 
    ‘Then it may not be the sword. There are forgotten things out there, too.’ 
 
    I wanted to spout off at her for throwing another vague riddle my way, but something held me back from doing it. 
 
    Something I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    ‘Almost dying changes people in different ways,’ the Necromancer continued. ‘For you it seems to only serve to propel you onwards further. For me, well, I prefer to spend my time indulging in life’s pleasures. One day I will no longer be able to enjoy them, so why not have them now?’ 
 
    The Necromancer nodded over to the two women lying on the bed nearby. ‘You can have a taste, if you like? Or would that be a betrayal of your women?’ 
 
    ‘A betrayal? Not at all. They like me to spread my seed. Even more so when it’s a woman that’s coming back into our fold.’ 
 
    ‘So why not treat yourself?’ 
 
    The women on the bed looked heavenly, and I could only imagine the things they would do to my body if they got a hold of me. 
 
    ‘I would,’ I smiled, ‘but not right now. I’ve got one of those variables going on that you mentioned.’ 
 
    ‘Struggling to perform? I might have something that can aid that.’ 
 
    ‘The opposite of that actually.’ 
 
    ‘Ah,’ she smiled, standing and crossing to me. ‘Insatiable desires, is it? I know a thing or two about that.’ 
 
    ‘Not quite that…’ 
 
    She knew about moonstalker, but I wasn’t going to let slip that I could transfer my powers to those around me by sleeping with them. 
 
    If that was the case I had little doubt that she would seduce me faster than I could even comprehend. She would want what I had. 
 
    And while I was a disciplined man, the thought of all three of them satisfying my every need was too much. 
 
    Of course I wanted them. Already I could imagine myself hovering over their naked bodies on the bed, enjoying them, filling them one after the other until I was spent, the mystical blue energy flowing through us all as I pleasured myself with their bodies. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and shook my head of the thought. 
 
    The Necromancer circled past me, trailing a teasing finger over my cheek and shooting me a wink. 
 
    She returned to her throne-like chair, sprawled out in her gown like a mad queen, a sexy, interested smile rising at the edge of her lips. 
 
    There was little hiding the fact that I found her strangely beautiful.  
 
    ‘You know,’ I started, ‘a woman with your powers, and a man like me… We wouldn’t exactly be a bad fit for each other.’ 
 
    ‘No?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely not.’ 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ She smiled, an orgasmic satisfaction resting on her voice even though neither of us had touched the other in that way and we were both fully clothed. ‘You are a handsome man, strong-bodied, and I’ve no doubt that you’re wielding an impressive weapon between your legs. If you asked me I wouldn’t have a second’s hesitation at having you. 
 
    ‘But… The problem here is you. You’re looking for loyalty, and while I would never rat you out to a foreign party, loyalty is not something that I can offer anyone. My appetites are too insatiable… For now, at least.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve all got appetites. Mine is the expansion of my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘One that you can’t satisfy fully either, I imagine?’ 
 
    ‘Leaders have to be ambitious,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘True, but I am an impartial party.’ 
 
    ‘Everybody is until the reaper comes knocking on their door,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Ain’t that the truth.’ 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    We made it back to the southern gates by mid-afternoon. The forest was quiet and void of threats, but after no less than ten minutes upon my land (enough time for me to drop Arabelle off at the stables and quickly wash myself down), a subdued call from a red xevea beak sounded. 
 
    Only one was cawing – the northern gate. 
 
    I headed out at a jog as the rest of my tribe remained on high-alert. 
 
    Alorion had already taken over on watch and called down to me as I arrived. 
 
    ‘Master Mariana and her guards are outside,’ he said in a low whisper. 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ It was unlike her not to send me a message in advance. ‘Well, uhh… Let them in, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘There is, of course, just the matter of the… Uhh…’ 
 
    Alorion nodded frantically over to the southern pasture and enlarged his eyes in panic. 
 
    I looked over to where he was indicating and saw them. 
 
    The pegasi. 
 
    How the hell could I forget? 
 
    Mariana was an ally, but our power games were still in full motion. 
 
    I couldn’t afford for her to find out that I was in possession of not one but two uber-rare, game-changing flying steeds. 
 
    ‘Get Santana and Lola!’ I hissed in a panic. ‘Get them to hide the pegasi in the underground chamber.’ 
 
    ‘Is putting them in a darkened chamber really the best idea, Jack? They were kept down there for an awful long time before, I don’t think they would take kindly to it.’ 
 
    ‘No, but I don’t think Mariana would take kindly to me keeping a hoard so valuable from her that it might sour relations.’ 
 
    ‘Master Jack?’ Mariana’s voice called out over the gates. ‘Are you there?’ 
 
    ‘Just a second, Master Mariana!’ 
 
    I felt like I was in a sitcom. 
 
    I turned back to Alorion. ‘Go!’ 
 
    ‘On it.’ 
 
    While Alorion scrambled off in a madcap sprint to hide the pegasi, I unbarred the gates and pulled one open just far enough for me to slide through. 
 
    ‘Master Mariana,’ I smiled. ‘What a pleasant surpri-… What happened?’ 
 
    The beautiful sun-elf tribe master before me dismounted her elkin steed and removed her helmet as I spoke, shaking out her shimmering blonde hair and baring her golden face to me. 
 
    It was spattered with mud, as were the faces and armor of her guards. 
 
    ‘A ghostly force attacked our land, if you must know,’ she said with worry. ‘My people call them the val-kithir. Walkers of the earth. I see that you were attacked too.’ 
 
    Them too? 
 
    ‘How many attacked your land?’ 
 
    ‘Hundreds, plus several dozen that we came across during our journey here.’ 
 
    ‘You’re all okay?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘They fell like butter to an axe,’ one of Mariana’s guards commented. ‘But that is not to say that they did not cause a mess.’ 
 
    ‘We had the same experience. My people are still disposing of the remains in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘We have come to discuss the matter,’ Mariana said. ‘In the event that something like this happens again we must be prepared.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ I nodded in agreement, pressing my back to the gates. 
 
    ‘So…’ Mariana said awkwardly, glancing around. ‘May we come in?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    I stayed exactly where I was. 
 
    ‘Would you… Perhaps want to open the door?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I stammered, stalling for every second that I could scrape. ‘Of course, of course, I’m just, uh… Getting my man to fix it. It’s a little stuck.’ 
 
    ‘I just saw you come through the door not moments ago.’ 
 
    ‘Oh… Oh! That. Yeah, well, it opens a little, but not enough to get your steeds through. And you don’t want to leave them out there where the undead could get them, do you?’ 
 
    A sharp whinny echoed across the land. I could only wince. 
 
    ‘It sounds as if your horses are having some trouble,’ one of the guards said. ‘Did per chance one of them become injured during the battle with the val-kithir?’ 
 
    ‘No, no, nothing like that. They just get… A little feisty sometimes. I swear, the amount of toil that Agraria puts them through, it’s a wonder they don’t try to fly away the first chance they get.’ 
 
    I internally winced at my word choice. 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sure it’s something that we might be able to help with,’ Mariana said. ‘Ryfon here is an excellent stable hand, and elkin and horses are not that different in their behavior.’ 
 
    ‘I would appreciate that greatly.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s head inside, shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, the door,’ I laughed awkwardly. ‘It’ll be fixed in no time.’ 
 
    ‘We have faced many trials to get here,’ Mariana laughed. ‘So a door is the last thing that will be getting between my guards and some well-earned rest. I am only assuming, of course – would you grant us some home comforts?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I insisted. ‘Allies of the Orakin Tribe can always expect the finest of welcomes upon visiting our land.’ 
 
    ‘Then it’s settled,’ she smiled, turning to her guards. ‘Ryfon, Orem, please assist Master Jack with the gate.’ 
 
    The two frontmost sun-elves hopped down in unison from their purple steeds and crossed to me. 
 
    I wasn’t about to be intimidated by a pair of Mariana’s guards, even if they were allied with our tribe, but I couldn’t exactly tell them to take a hike either. 
 
    Shit. I hope you’re ready, Alorion. 
 
    I turned to the gate, searching for another plan, but none came to mind. 
 
    Mariana was an expert at reading people, so she had no doubt already realized that my act was just that. 
 
    Stone-faced and cryptic was the only way to be with her. 
 
    The sun-elves and I heaved the gate together – at least that’s what I made it look like I was doing. 
 
    In reality I had tensed my arms up so much to try and hold it in place that I was beginning to go light-headed from the redirected blood flow. 
 
    I tried my best, but it was two against one. 
 
    The sun-elves heaved and almost dislocated my shoulder in the process. 
 
    ‘Seems fine to me,’ one of them said. 
 
    Thanks, asshole. 
 
    The sun-elves might have been a disciplined people, but I knew exactly why these guys were behaving the way they did. 
 
    I was an allied tribe master, but an outsider all the same. 
 
    After the post-victory celebration at Garrison’s land, Mariana had had her eyes on me. 
 
    I knew that that was just a mind game, but it had seemed pretty damn real to the masses of sun-elf yes-men that had crowded around us. 
 
    They all wanted her. Not only was she the leader of the sun-elves, but the most beautiful of all their kind. 
 
    Let the proverbial dick-measuring contest begin, gentlemen. 
 
    ‘What do you know?’ I said, realizing I had nowhere else to go. ‘Well, let’s head inside.’ 
 
    I hope you’re ready, Alorion… 
 
    I backed up through the gate, intending to use as much of my body to block the view of the rest of the land as possible, but when I was a little over six feet tall and the land was tens of thousands of square yards in size, the odds weren’t great. 
 
    The moment the gates swung wide- 
 
    ‘Master Mariana! What a joy to see you!’ 
 
    A wall of noise struck me immediately. It was so loud that the warrior part of my brain instinctually detected it as a threat, and I half-reached for the handle of my sword to start swinging. 
 
    Instead of a threat I was greeted by damn near entire population of my land. Satyrs, fox-people, warriors, Ariadne, Lara, Elera, Talia, Cass, Oden, Captain Archie, Juliet, Tormus, Eri and even Oden yelling his lungs out impressively. 
 
    What the fuck is going on? 
 
    ‘Psst!’ 
 
    I glanced up to see Alorion pointing frantically into the pasture with a jabbing finger. 
 
    I looked where he was indicating and froze up. 
 
    Only one of the pegasi had been moved into the chamber. 
 
    The other was being casually led across the pasture by Lola and Santana, who were moving as quickly as they could while staying as low as possible. 
 
    This was the most rapidly put together switcheroo of all time. 
 
    My people were creating a wall to block the view of our crime. 
 
    ‘See, what did I say?’ I remarked quickly in a happy tone. ‘Our allies can always expect the finest of welcomes!’ 
 
    The sun-elves looked like they didn’t have a clue what to do. 
 
    Even Mariana. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ She stuttered skeptically, ‘this is quite the welcome. I don’t know what to say…’ 
 
    She could read people pretty well, but fifty at once? 
 
    She didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    ‘We would like to present you with some gifts,’ Lara said in earnest. ‘Please, take this necklace of topaz. It would go wonderfully with your hair.’ 
 
    ‘Uhh, thank you,’ Mariana said awkwardly. 
 
    ‘Some moonseed for the evening?’ Eri said, handing her a vial. ‘From my finest batch. A sleep filled with the most pleasant of dreams awaits you.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful, thank you.’ 
 
    ‘And some fine river bass for the evening,’ Captain Archie cut in. ‘I shall prepare and season it for you myself. A boneless marvel, seared to perfection!’ 
 
    The smell of the raw fish was enough to make anybody back in the opposite direction. 
 
    ‘That… Sounds lovely, Mr. Archibald… Perhaps later?’ 
 
    ‘I have been working on a song for you,’ Juliet added, raising her lute, ‘Golden hair, golden eyes, a beauty like no other...’ 
 
    ‘Really, you’re far too kind.’ 
 
    ‘Let me show you to our guest house,’ I said. 
 
    ‘A guesthouse too? My, you have been busy.’ 
 
    ‘Only the finest lodgings for our guests.’ 
 
    Mariana was probably legitimately grateful, but either way she had to play the part of the grateful tribe master. 
 
    To not do so would be beyond rude. 
 
    And she couldn’t have that. 
 
    I escorted the sun-elves in a south-eastern direction across the land towards the guesthouses with my entire tribe in tow. 
 
    They were like spartan warriors creating a shield wall, blocking the view of Lola and Santana as they rushed the remaining Pegasus across the land to the chamber. 
 
    Several hundred yards of awkward shuffling got us to the guesthouses. 
 
    I wanted to show them inside, but they were ahead of us. 
 
    The sun-elves couldn’t wait to get away from us. 
 
    Smother with kindness, as they say. 
 
    ‘I owe every single one of you the biggest barrel of ale I can get my hands on,’ I said to my tribe once we were out of earshot. ‘Unlimited drinks for everyone for life. Not you, Alorion.’ 
 
    My imp rolled his eyes. 
 
    ‘Holding you to that one, Master Jack,’ Tormus grinned. 
 
    ‘Thanks, man,’ I said to Alorion once we were out of earshot of the guest houses. ‘That was some quick thinking getting everyone together like that.’ 
 
    ‘It comes with the job,’ Alorion shrugged smugly. 
 
    A few minutes later met up with Lola and my wives before my treehouse. 
 
    ‘It is unlike them to show up unannounced,’  
 
    ‘The occasion calls for it,’ I replied. I informed my companions of the attack on the sun-elves, the same as it had happened to us. 
 
    ‘What did the Necromancer say?’ 
 
    ‘She wasn’t sure either. Dark magic is a possibility, but we need to find the source. Moonstalker could be a cause too, but Elera’s theory was right; if the sun-elves were hit too, then the undead aren’t being drawn just to the agrarium.’ 
 
    ‘So what’s our plan of action?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘There are two – we wait it out and keep slaying the undead until they stop coming, or we find the source and cut it off. But if this is being caused by some form of dark magic and we don’t investigate it, we’re going to be fighting off the undead in waves forever. They could just keep coming.’ 
 
    ‘And we’ll be sleeping with one big collective eye open for the rest of time,’ Ariadne realized. ‘That does not sound like fun.’ 
 
    ‘Let me go talk to Mariana first and see what she knows. I’m putting a puzzle together right now and I don’t even know what half the parts look like.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going to meeting with her?’ 
 
    ‘I was thinking I’d invite her to the cave.’ 
 
    ‘Have fun,’ Lara winked at me. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘What was what?’ 
 
    ‘Have fun. What kind of fun do you think I would be having?’ 
 
    ‘I mean…’ Elera shrugged, sharing a look with Lara. ‘The naked kind?’ 
 
    ‘And why would you think that?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, husband,’ Talia said. ‘We have seen the way she looks at you, even if you haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Trust me, I’ve seen the way she looks at me. It’s all political mind games. She’s messing with my head.’ 
 
    ‘Either way,’ Lara shrugged. ‘She looks like she was carved by the sun-god herself.’ 
 
    ‘Since when have you thought this?’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Since the celebration after the battle at the land of the freed peoples. Sure, we arrived a little late to the party, but that wasn’t just intimidation in her eyes. That was envy, even with all of those perfectly decent men around her. They’re fine men, but they’re not you, husband. She wants you.’ 
 
    ‘What she wants is this sword.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, the one between your legs.’ 
 
    ‘You already made that joke.’ 
 
    ‘It hasn’t run out of steam yet, especially since we found out how the agrarium powers are transferred. This joke’s still got plenty of fuel left.’ 
 
    Santana had once been the shyest of my wives, but even she now spoke up. 
 
    ‘I must agree, husband. Even when spattered with mud she is a fi-i-ne woman. Granted she was the first sun-elf woman I ever met in person, but all the same…’ 
 
    ‘Let me just go and talk business with her first. Purely business.’ 
 
    ‘Sure, business,’ Lara winked. ‘Feel free to bring her back to the treehouse later with a bottle of wine for a follow-up talk. We would be glad to chat with her.’ 
 
    My wives were all in agreement. 
 
    Only in Agraria would my wives not only allow but insist on bringing another woman back to share our bed. 
 
    I dispensed with the teasing from my wives and quickly checked up on my land before crossing to the guesthouses and meeting Mariana. She left the dedicated house still wearing her armor. 
 
    ‘All settled?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We are, thank you,’ she smiled warmly. ‘That was, umm… Quite a welcome from your people.’ 
 
    ‘They just wanted to demonstrate their appreciation for your help at the battle with the dark-elves. We couldn’t have won it without your help.’ 
 
    ‘We are allies,’ she insisted. ‘And they were our mortal enemies. There is no scenario in which we would not help you. Now I feel rotten for not bringing you something.’ 
 
    ‘Paying a visit is more than enough.’ 
 
    ‘You’re too kind.’ 
 
    She laughed lightly and brushed her hair from her face, pushing it back over her head in ruffling waves. 
 
    She was the popular girl, the pretty, intelligent, charismatic one who could knock you on your ass with her perfect smile alone. It didn’t matter what she was wearing, whether it be an intricately-patterned dress that suited her perfect figure or battered, mud-stained armor; she was so stunning that she could get away with adorning herself with anything. 
 
    ‘Would you like a guard, Master Mariana?’ 
 
    One of her sun-elf warriors stuck his head out of the door of his house and called over to her. 
 
    ‘No, thank you, Orem.’ 
 
    They all wanted her. 
 
    ‘You need a guard to go everywhere now?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘They are just being overprotective,’ she assured me. ‘I may fight alongside them but they still like to… Protect me, especially in times as dangerous as these.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Would you like to head to the caves so we can get down to business?’ 
 
    I winced at the expression. 
 
    Maybe that didn’t mean what it meant to me – or to my wives. 
 
    ‘Actually, I was going to get some water for my own bath, but if the caves are available that would be a delight.’ 
 
    ‘We can head there right now.’ 
 
    ‘Umm…’ She paused, eyeing me strangely. ‘I am in a rather unkempt state, Jack. I think that I should perhaps wash first? You can feel free to join me after…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course,’ I said quickly. ‘Sorry, I just thought… You and I swam together in the cave before, so…’ 
 
    ‘We did, but only when I wasn’t covered in the remnants of val-kithir after half a day’s travel. Perhaps you would like to join me in ten minutes? I promise I won’t take long.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I insisted hurriedly. ‘Just help yourself, my man at the gates will let you out.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    Mariana smiled warmly before heading to the southern gates, leaving me with what little pride I had left. 
 
    In a few disarming words she had made me feel like a complete moron. 
 
    I seriously doubted what my wives had claimed about her interest in me. 
 
    Either sun-elf customs were bizarre – that was a given – or she was playing 3D chess on four different boards at the same time. 
 
    Draw me in and try to seduce me, then turn me away when I think I’m abiding by her rules. 
 
    I closed my eyes and fell against the side of the guest house, knocking my head lightly against the wood and groaning. 
 
    ‘Having trouble down there, Master Jack?’ 
 
    I glanced up to see the two sun-elf guards that had ‘helped’ me open the gates looking out the upper window of one of the guesthouses, trying to hide their laughter. 
 
    ‘Can I help, gentlemen?’ I asked, doing a pretty bad job of quashing my sarcastic tone. 
 
    ‘We were just wondering if the strength of that weapon of yours was unsettling your mind, Master Jack.’ 
 
    If they were my own citizens, I would have proceeded to roast myself even worse. 
 
    They weren’t, but they were still Mariana’s men. 
 
    I decided not to flip them off – that wouldn’t exactly do well for relations. 
 
    I recognized them now. They had definitely been among the suitors at the celebrations.  
 
    ‘Sometimes a man has to take a moment to settle his mind,’ I replied, ‘Especially when dealing with a weapon like this. Know why?’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because only a man like me can wield a weapon like this.’ 
 
    I could tell they were stopping each other from trying to start a fight with me. 
 
    Sure, they were sun-elves, beings of discipline and self-control. 
 
    But when it came to desire, they and every other sun-elf was vying for Mariana’s attention. 
 
    They were probably reveling in the sight of me making an ass out of myself. 
 
    If they decided to challenge me to a friendly fight, I was more than willing to set aside moonstalker and take up my old iron longsword for a few sparring rounds. 
 
    I had no desire to make an arrogant ass out of myself, but hell, they had started it. 
 
    I took off from the guesthouse area. It would take around ten minutes for me to walk to the cave, so after a rare bit of aimless wandering I walked the southern pasture, exited through the gates and arrived at the cave. 
 
    Even considering the weapons, jewels and wealth that I had acquired during my time in Agraria, the hidden cave was still one of the greatest finds that I had ever stumbled across, and it was only because of Elera that I found it in the first place. If I hadn’t rescued her and brought her back to my land, she would never have detected the underground stream that led to the cave. 
 
    I approached the cave mouth and tried to peer through the thick reeds covering the entrance, but it was no use. 
 
    ‘Mariana? Are you, uhh… Decent, I guess?’ 
 
    The running of the water around rocks and over reeds beyond the cave’s mouth drowned out my voice. 
 
    I wasn’t going to shout like a moron, so heading inside was my only option. 
 
    It’s been way more than ten minutes. She should be ready by now. 
 
    I pulled back the reeds and ducked inside. 
 
    ‘Ah!’ 
 
    Mariana spun around in the water, barely managing to press her arms over her breasts before she turned. 
 
    She wasn’t wearing a thing. 
 
    ‘Sorry!’ I called out, turning away rapidly. ‘I thought you were ready. You said ten minutes.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s okay, you just frightened me – I didn’t know who you were. Just give me a minute.’ 
 
    I stayed facing the cave mouth. Behind me I heard her slink out of the water and onto the sandy embankment and begin shuffling away from me. 
 
    The beautiful leader of the sun-elves is standing right behind me, wearing precisely nothing. 
 
    She’s okay flirting with me in her underwear in the water, but completely naked is where she draws the line. Got it. 
 
    ‘Okay, you can turn around.’ 
 
    I turned back, expecting to see Mariana dressed. 
 
    She was facing away from me, wearing only her lacy red underwear with the golden lining that wrapped around her firm, round behind. 
 
    She was still getting dressed. 
 
    Oh, come on… 
 
    She put on her bra slowly and arched her back to tie it up. I couldn’t help but admire her incredible body from behind. Her long, flawless legs stretched almost further than my own, leading to her slender back and smooth, golden hair, the wet mane dripping beads of water down her back. 
 
    She picked up her gown and wrapped it around herself, turning back to me while she was still in the process of tying it up. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry for shouting,’ she laughed lightly. ‘You scared me.’ 
 
    ‘No harm,’ I replied. ‘I would have thought you knew I was coming.’ 
 
    ‘I did, I was just lost in thought.’ 
 
    ‘About the attacks?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. We must discuss what to do about this val-kithir problem we are having.’ 
 
    ‘The zombies.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘It’s what people from my world call them – zombies, the undead. The point is they come out of the ground in their masses and they do a whole lot of damage.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. If this was an isolated incident then we needn’t worry too much about it. The risk lies within whether or not it will happen again.’ 
 
    ‘My thoughts precisely. I have a theory.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    I told Mariana the story of the attack against Talia and myself to the east. It required a little twisting, such as claiming that we were on horseback rather than riding Rhoxio through the sky, but the message was the same. 
 
    ‘But you didn’t see these assailants of yours?’ 
 
    ‘Just their shape. Humanoid, and they were commanding horses. Damn good archers, too.’ 
 
    Mariana paused for thought, pacing up and down in the sand. 
 
    ‘Look, I have to ask,’ I continued, taking control of the conversation. ‘You knew about the trail to the north that we could move the wagons along towards Garrison’s land. You knew about my land existing before you and I even met. So be honest with me - do you have any idea what lies east of here?’ 
 
    Mariana paused for thought, then: 
 
    ‘After I took over as tribe master of my people, my father left behind some information. Secrets of the tribe’s past, final resorts, hidden assets and the like. He also left me a chronicle of additional expeditions that he had sent out into the wilds over the years. They were sparing - as you know my father preferred a more isolated vision of our tribe for much of his rule, but we still explored. 
 
    ‘We know about the immediate surrounding area – Grayville, the wood-elf tribal land, your land, trading posts, the cove… But we don’t know about the east. My father sent out an expedition some years ago which he kept secret.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because the three warriors that he sent out didn’t come back. My father told the story that they had died to a surprise attack from bandits, but that was just a cover to satisfy the families.’ 
 
    ‘And he didn’t bother to go searching for them?’ 
 
    ‘He had already lost three warriors. Good warriors. We were in peacetime, and he had already experienced the brutality of the Great War. He was just exploring the land. There was no sense in risking more lives just to recover bodies. In the years that passed we never faced any retribution or attack from anywhere in the surrounding area, save for our longstanding feud with the wood-elves to the south.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve kept this from me this whole time? What if one of my people would have gone out there and been killed by these evil bastards?’ 
 
    ‘I thought that you had already journeyed that way. You never mentioned it to me once. I assumed that by now whatever evil force is lurking out there had just been killed or overthrown, or had perhaps moved. I mean, gods, it really could have been bandits that killed our men. 
 
    ‘Your land is the limit of what we have explored in recent years. You must remember that we were isolated until we came into contact with your tribe. The only reason we met in the first place was to satisfy an old tradition of building statues of the dead.’ 
 
    ‘They weren’t bandits,’ I said, realizing her point of view. ‘They’re trained archers. I saw them just a few nights ago on horseback. They’re regimented, and they’re smart. They knew not to just throw themselves at me. It was a calculated retreat.’ 
 
    ‘So what are you thinking?’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking that they’re the only people in the nearby area that neither of us know about, nor does anybody else. I’m also thinking that they might be the ones responsible for all of the vicious monsters that have been rising from the dead lately.’ 
 
    ‘And not that weapon of yours?’ 
 
    It was a harsh switch from the topic of the eastern lands. 
 
    Mariana had mentioned the sword very little since she had learned of its existence prior to the battle with the dark-elves, but I had seen the change in her eyes once she knew that it was at my side. 
 
    She respected me as a leader – whether that meant she still saw me as an ally or a threat to her reign was a different matter. 
 
    ‘I’ve considered that,’ I said firmly. ‘And it’s true. This could be bringing the undead up in their droves. Could be. But if it is, they’re not being drawn to it, which means…’ 
 
    ‘Which means you’ve upset the balance of nature.’ 
 
    She had filled in a gap that only Scholar Mavis had given me before. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘All Agrarians, no matter their race or creed, know that this world is both paradoxically robust and fragile. A swaying of power like the one that came to you cannot occur without the natural world pushing back.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the first person to say that to me.’ I drew the sword from its sheath and held it up before me. The blue light shimmered against the light of the pool. Mariana remained standing, admiring the weapon, fascinated by it. 
 
    ‘How does it feel?’ She asked, managing to draw her eyes away from the weapon to lock with my own, ‘To wield something like that?’ 
 
    ‘Like raw, unbridled power.’ 
 
    I sheathed the weapon. 
 
    ‘And what if it is responsible for these monsters that have attacked us?’ 
 
    ‘It can’t go on forever. Agraria might throw some more undead at us, but I don’t doubt that it’ll settle. Besides, wouldn’t you rather I have possession of a weapon like this than not at all? Or worse, one of our enemies be in possession of it?’ 
 
    ‘You speak the truth,’ she smiled. ‘I do fear what may have happened had that bastard dark-elf got his hands on it.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think he would have,’ I remarked. 
 
    ‘How can you be so sure?’ She scoffed. ‘You think that you are the only one who could complete the challenges that stood between you and the weapon?’ 
 
    I thought back to the final part of the prophecy that had been lying in Garrison’s underground vault. 
 
    I couldn’t reveal it to her. Not now. 
 
    ‘No… It’s just a feeling. Still,’ I continued, quickly changing the subject, ‘on the off-chance that it’s not my sword that’s caused all of this, there are still hostile beings east of here, and I didn’t exactly have a great first meeting with them. Even if it’s not them, I need to carry out reconnaissance in that area to determine the size of the threat they pose. We need to investigate. We travel on-foot with a limited number, no more than half a dozen, and we do it quickly. We might even stumble upon that lost sun-elf expedition that you talked about.’ 
 
    ‘It has been a long time, Jack,’ Mariana laughed. ‘Unless they defected, I seriously doubt that we’re going to find them out there.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but we might find out what happened to them. Are you in?’ 
 
    Mariana eyed me carefully. No matter the expression gracing her face at any given moment, she was always a beautiful woman. Golden skin, flourishing blonde hair that swept down to her shoulder blades, and delicate features that could send a man to his knees with a perfect smile alone. 
 
    Somehow, in this moment, she outdid herself. Her eyes narrowed on my own, glancing nowhere else. 
 
    It was as if she was searching for something within them, something that would make itself known if she just looked hard enough. 
 
    I held my gaze with hers. 
 
    This isn’t some contest of wills. She’s just looking at me. 
 
    ‘I’m with you,’ she finally nodded assuredly. ‘Two of my men, two of yours. Agreed?’ 
 
    ‘Agreed. We’ll head out first thing in the morning.’ 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I parted ways with Mariana for the night and returned to my wives at the treehouse as the sun started to go down. 
 
    ‘We’re heading east tomorrow morning. If the rising of the undead has anything to do with whatever force is residing out there, then we need to find it and ditch it fast.’ 
 
    ‘An adventure,’ Elera mused. ‘Thank the gods. I was beginning to think we were getting too complacent with all this sex, food and lying around in piles of gold… Wait, remind me why we’re doing this again?’ 
 
    ‘So we’re all going?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Not exactly. Some of the warriors will be coming with me, but I need all of you to stay here.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t tell me this is because you’re worried about us getting hurt,’ Lara rolled her eyes. 
 
    ‘The opposite,’ I replied. ‘You girls need to stay here to protect the land in case it comes under attack again. You need to take care of our people.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one with the great big magical sword, though,’ Talia smirked. ‘Can we really do a whole lot against all those undead without it?’ 
 
    ‘You won’t need me or the sword. You girls have got the power of the agrarium that I’ve transferred to you. All you need to do is learn how to channel it without…’ 
 
    ‘Without going full Elera in the process?’ Lara said sarcastically. 
 
    ‘That’s a little harsh, isn’t it?’ Santana said, taking the moral high ground but holding back a laugh. ‘She did almost die, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Almost,’ Elera herself shrugged. ‘I’m fine now.’ 
 
    ‘But how do we harness it?’ Talia said. ‘Elera can channel it through her frost magic powers. That’s innate. The rest of us use weapons or our hands.’ Talia shook her sharpened nails in the air at me. 
 
    ‘If my hunch is right, I think you girls should be able to channel it through your weapons.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ Ariadne mused, producing her scimitar. ‘How exactly do we do that?’ 
 
    ‘Good question,’ I replied. ‘Well, there’s really only one person who can give us a proper crash course on channeling this power.’ 
 
    We all turned to Elera, who was still daydreaming in the bath. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry,’ she said, looking up at us all, ‘did you say something?’ 
 
    Once the sun had set and the land had fallen quiet, the six of us headed out of the southern gates under cover of darkness and into the forest. 
 
    I gave the fox-man on duty strict instructions not to sound the alarm for movement in the forest until he was sure that it wasn’t us. 
 
    Practicing like this should usually have been simple. We could set aside a small section of the land with a few targets and spend the night causing havoc, but there were a few reasons that I didn’t want to. 
 
    Waking up my citizens was a no-go, causing untold accidental destruction upon my land was off the cards, and there was no way that I wanted Mariana to know that these powers could be transferred and controlled. 
 
    Originally I had had half a mind to let Mariana know just how the transfer of agrarium energy worked, but after her continued mind games earlier in the day I had no intention of doing so. 
 
    We travelled south and reached the inlet by The Bastion in no time. 
 
    It was a cloaked area of the forest by a quiet section of the river where we could cause plenty of havoc without attracting any attention.  
 
    And, boy, were we going to make some noise. 
 
    After informing Captain Archie that it was us making noise and no approaching hordes of bad guys, we got to work. 
 
    ‘I’ve used this area for target practice for a while,’ Lara said. ‘It’s quiet and secluded, not that the first part will be the case for the next hour, but still.’ 
 
    ‘It’ll work perfectly,’ I said, admiring the clearing. ‘Okay, Elera, enlighten us.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she started, ‘I can’t remember doing what I did, exactly.’ 
 
    ‘We’re doomed,’ Lara muttered, rolling her eyes. 
 
    ‘But I can remember the feeling that I experienced. It was a pleasure, as if my body was filled with pure ecstasy. I wanted to keep going, but there was a point where I could feel myself losing control. It wasn’t painful, it was more like… Fear. As if something was going to go wrong, and I couldn’t stop it.’ 
 
    ‘But like we discussed, your powers are innate,’ Santana commented. ‘You channeled it into that and it overwhelmed both you and your frost magic.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the problem with using it,’ I said. ‘I don’t think that what happened to Elera can happen to the rest of you girls. What could happen is that the weapon you use – the projectile, the blade, the arrow, whatever – could become too powerful.’ 
 
    ‘How can a weapon be too powerful?’ Ariadne asked. ‘That sounds like the perfect weapon to me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, when it ends up impacting more than your target. Agrarium energy seems to create a shockwave. Lara could fire an arrow that incinerates an enemy but ends up creating a blast that kills a friendly standing next to them. Ariadne could cut one of our foes in half but accidentally uses too much power and the resulting blast knocks you into a tree.’ 
 
    ‘How come it hasn’t happened to you yet, Jack?’ Talia asked. 
 
    ‘Maybe it will,’ I shrugged. ‘I just don’t know how it would happen. The agrarium energy doesn’t channel through me, it channels through the sword. I just wield it.’ 
 
    ‘So the opposite to us, then,’ Santana said. 
 
    ‘Exactly. But maybe if I do something with moonstalker it’ll overwhelm me. If the weapon comes up against a foe that’s too powerful and supercharges, then something might go wrong.’ 
 
    ‘What enemy could you possibly come up against that’s too powerful for that?’ Santana mused. ‘It’s unstoppable.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a whirring sound that happens when I use it that gets louder with every strike. If it overloads I don’t know what might happen. I might…’ 
 
    ‘Explode?’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘I’m not going to explode,’ I said. ‘Let’s get to work.’ 
 
    Over the next hour the clearing became a firelit hive of slashing weapons, flying bolts and streaming arrows. 
 
    My wives began to show signs of control over their abilities after only a half hour of focus, and within the hour blue sparks began to fly from their weapons. 
 
    ‘Make the weapon an extension of yourself,’ I said, relating the reverse of my experience with moonstalker to my women. ‘Feel the energy flowing from your body and into the weapon. Channel it through you. You are the weapon, and whatever you’re holding, the bow, the blade the crossbow, the claws – that’s the conduit. That’s your tool.’ 
 
    It took over an hour of experimentation and exhausting work, but eventually it worked. 
 
    Ariadne swept her twin blades against the bark of a nearby tree, not stopping for a breather. She grunted and heaved with angry breaths, until finally- 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    One of her sweeping blades gave off a flash of light and cut halfway through the trunk of the tree she was unleashing her rage upon. 
 
    The sight of her achievement immediately made her stop and step back in shock. 
 
    Then the tree began to crack and tilt towards her – and the rest of us. 
 
    ‘Watch out!’ She shouted. 
 
    The falling trunk was coming straight for all of us. 
 
    We all ducked out of the way – all except for Lara. She was glaring down the steadily cracking trunk like an opponent in a poker game. 
 
    In a sharp flurry, she produced an arrow and aimed directly at the falling trunk. 
 
    The arrow ignited with the light of the agrarium just as she released the tension on the bowstring. 
 
    The projectile struck the tree with another flash of light and another terrible splintering sound. 
 
    The tree split in half instantaneously, its two halves flying back several feet and hitting the forest floor. 
 
    ‘That was close,’ she laughed, turning to Ariadne, Santana and Talia. 
 
    ‘Are you insane?’ Santana gawped. ‘You could have been killed!’ 
 
    ‘I know, but I could feel it coming on.’ 
 
    ‘Who fires an arrow at a tree?’ Talia laughed. 
 
    ‘It was instinctive!’ Lara scoffed. ‘Maybe we can only turn it on in the heat of battle, like when we think that our lives our under threat.’ 
 
    ‘That is definitely a possibility,’ Elera commented from the felled trunk she was sitting on. ‘I do remember a feeling of fear from the battle, like I had to use the power.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Ariadne shrugged. ‘So all we have to do is put ourselves in the path of a falling tree and we’ll be able to call on our powers.’ 
 
    ‘Or make yourself feel fear,’ I said. ‘We’re all warriors in some regard, whether it be big or small. We all know what it feels like to fear for our lives in the midst of a battle. Conjure that, and I’ll bet this will work.’ 
 
    Everyone returned to their marks and readied their weapons. 
 
    Our battles were many and our enemies even greater – monsters, slavers, wood-elves, mercenaries, dark-elves and orcs. 
 
    The memory of every kill was clear as day in my mind. 
 
    And I knew that it would be clear in the minds of my wives too. 
 
    We dispensed with the sparring tricks and switched to killing blows, and sure enough the agrarium energy whirred to life. 
 
    Ariadne’s blades lit up, slashing and jabbing at her target with deep cuts. 
 
    Lara fractured the trunk of another tree, cutting through the thick wood with a single glimmering arrow. 
 
    Santana’s crossbow shone and sparked, releasing a bolt that cut through three low-hanging branches before disappearing into the night. 
 
    And Talia’s claws sliced up another trunk, practically turning it into salami. 
 
    The blue lights slowly went out, and by the end our group was a panting mess. Even I was gasping with excitement, and I hadn’t done a damn thing. 
 
    ‘We’re ready,’ I nodded. ‘If and when we come under attack, all you need to do is tap into the core of the feeling that the battle gives you. Do that, and any zombie that comes rocking up at our doorstep won’t stand a chance of getting beyond our borders.’

  

 
   
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    Much to my chagrin, Ryfon and Orem, the two douchebags who had been laughing it up at my expense, were the guards that Mariana chose to join us on our journey. 
 
    Still, our journey was purely military. We had an area to scan and a threat to identify, and while that was on the cards there was no room for petty squabbles. 
 
    We had a job to do, and we were going to do it. 
 
    My wives and Alorion had control of the land and would keep it secure while I was gone. Our defenses were strong and our underground vault was secure. 
 
    It was time for me to head out. 
 
    The next morning I awoke early and geared up, as did the rest of my allies who were joining me on the patrol. 
 
    ‘Is there a protocol to follow if you don’t come back, Jack?’ Talia asked before I joined Mariana and our guards. 
 
    ‘I’ll be back before nightfall,’ I said confidently. ‘This is just a recon mission. No fighting. We’re just going to investigate what’s out there so we know what we’re dealing with.’ 
 
    ‘But if you don’t come back?’ Santana added, ever caring. 
 
    ‘It’s your call. I trust you all to what you think is right. If something manages to kill me while I’m wielding this,’ I patted my sword in its sheath. ‘Then we’re all screwed.’ 
 
    Elera laughed hysterically – no one else did. 
 
    ‘What?’ She asked, glancing around. ‘It’s a joke, is it not?’ 
 
    ‘Look after our citizens,’ I said. ‘That’s the most important thing. If we end up confronting a sizeable army out there then we’d need to muster our entire fighting force, including the sun-elves.’ 
 
    ‘With the way the relationship is between the dwarves and the sun-elves?’ Lara said. ‘Not bloody likely. Pulling teeth would be easier…’ 
 
    ‘True, but I’m hoping I can foster relations between them in the future. Hopefully we can find a middle ground for them to agree on so they can set aside their differences.’ 
 
    ‘Not-dying is usually quite a strong middle ground in my experience,’ Talia shrugged. 
 
    ‘There’s always that,’ I smirked. ‘Hopefully it’s enough to get them fighting side by side without turning their blades on each other.’ 
 
    I kissed my wives goodbye and headed out of the northern gates with Mariana, Ryfon, Orem and my two warriors. 
 
    The warriors that I was bringing with me, Rubin and Lothe, had previously joined me on the trip to the first of the three trials that stood between us and the agrarium that High Blacksmith Kalgunri had set down before us. They had defended themselves against hordes of armed hobgoblins, not even considering abandoning their post for a second. They were, by far, two of the bravest sons of bitches I had ever met, and I couldn’t have been happier that they volunteered to have my back on our eastern exploration. 
 
    We were travelling light, and therefore decided to keep our armor stashed in our inventories; armor was only customary when we knew we were heading into a battle. In the meantime tough, light clothing would do. 
 
    We all donned overshirts, leather pants and boots, with light hooded cloaks that blended in effectively with the colors of the forest. 
 
    We rounded to the east of my perimeter fence and looked out into the forest. It was like any other patch of untamed wild in this world, but this was the unknown. 
 
    Anything could be waiting for us out there, and whether it had anything to do with the rising of the undead or not, it was going to be dangerous. 
 
    ‘We stay single file for the first mile,’ I said. ‘Then we spread out so that we can scope our surroundings. Everyone keep your eyes peeled.’ 
 
     I took a step into the forest, and once we had established our formation, we started running. 
 
    That first mile vanished beneath our feet before I knew it. We were entering the final heart of darkness that the area surrounding my land held, the final real threat that was posed to me and my people. 
 
    Agraria extended well beyond the lands that surrounded my own territory, beyond the mines and the forests, beyond the cave and Ichabod’s Cove and the land of the dwarves, beyond the land of the free people and the warriors, the sun-elves, the wood-elves and the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    But this was the final frontier of the area, the last unmapped place to me. 
 
    There was a whole world out there along the rivers and past the trees that we had yet to explore, but this was the last unknown in the area to the Orakin Tribe. 
 
    As the first mile fell behind us we spread out, a gap of three or four yards between us. 
 
    Even if we didn’t get along, right now we were a patrol squadron with a shared objective. 
 
    If only the sun-elves and the dwarves could feel that way. 
 
    I would deal with that another time. 
 
    ‘Think we’ll see any of those ghosts of yours out here?’ I asked Rubin. 
 
    ‘Of the past or the future?’ He smiled over at me. 
 
    ‘Either. I imagine more than a few beings have lost their lives out here.’ 
 
    ‘The same could be said for any place in this world, Master Jack. It is not our job to search for the signs of the past or the future. Our job is only to keep a keen eye out for them to show themselves. If they wish to show themselves.’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of the way,’ Orem said. ‘Look here. There are hoofprints.’ 
 
    We crossed to meet him and found that he was right. 
 
    ‘How many horses?’ Mariana asked. 
 
    ‘Half a dozen by my count. They patrolled this area, then they returned east, the way we are heading.’ 
 
    ‘We need to be on our guard,’ I said, checking my weapons. ‘They could be patrolling the area anywhere nearby.’ 
 
    ‘I doubt this is the case, Master Jack,’ Orem said in a respectful tone. ‘These prints are a few days old. They’re likely the ones that you saw when you were out here. Strange though…’ 
 
    ‘What’s strange?’ Mariana asked. 
 
    ‘The hoofprints are large. These are more akin to war horse prints than any filly or riding horse that most would ride in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘So they’re prepped for battle,’ I remarked. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Ryfon commented. ‘I stand corrected. We should perhaps be on our guard.’ 
 
    We continued onwards through the trees, spreading out but moving at a deliberately slow pace as we searched for any signs of traps in the undergrowth. 
 
    I had almost fallen for the same trick with the orcs. If it wasn’t for Tobias’s quick reactions, I would have resembled a kebab more than a human. 
 
    I wasn’t going to fall for it again. 
 
    Another mile passed through the forest. The sun was rising directly ahead of us, the air becoming hotter with each hour that passed. 
 
    When we had ventured to the first challenge west of the dwarven land, encroaching darkness and scattered bones amongst the undergrowth had greeted us. 
 
    Out here there should have been nothing to be afraid of; the sky was bright and cloudless, the wilds silent. 
 
    Quiet reigned completely. Not a bird in the branches nor a fox in the bushes was around to see us. 
 
    We should have turned back. The great silence that surrounded us was more terrifying than any zombie or dark magic spell that could have come hurtling towards us from between the trees. 
 
    But we were warriors, all of us, and a threat had presented itself. 
 
    Turning back was not an option. 
 
    We continued on, slowing our pace even further and listening for any sign of movement. 
 
    Nothing made a peep. 
 
    Until- 
 
    ‘There’s something up ahead,’ Rubin whispered. 
 
    We all halted. 
 
    ‘What do you see?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Something high up, just ahead. It’s… Floating.’ 
 
    Hastily we grouped up and followed Rubin’s eyeline. 
 
    He was right. Something vaguely human in shape was hovering in the air in the clearing up ahead. 
 
    We produced our weapons quickly and split into two groups, Mariana with her men and I with mine. 
 
    We took the path to the right while Mariana and her guards moved parallel. 
 
    Taking cover behind a patch of bushes, Rubin readied his bow and aimed an arrow at the figure. 
 
    If dark magic was a mystery not only to me, but to somebody as well-versed in magic as the Necromancer, anything could have been lurking out here. 
 
    I imagined a floating witch ready to set the air on fire, a banshee prepared to scream so hard that our brains exploded. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ Rubin muttered, lowering his bow. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    The answer to my question was hanging from the branches of several high trees in a clearing right before us. 
 
    He led us through the shrubbery, and we emerged into the area just as Mariana and her men did. 
 
    Three bodies, each bound by the neck, were swinging slightly in the morning breeze from branches. They were all in a deep state of decay, more skeletal than human at this point, and the tattered garments they wore spoke to the fact that they had been here for some time. 
 
    A sign was hung around the neck of the middle body. Carved into wood was a single, messily scrawled word. 
 
    Unworthy. 
 
    ‘Any idea who they are?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘They look human,’ one of the sun-elf warriors said. ‘Or elvish, of any kind. It is difficult to tell when they are in this state…’ 
 
    ‘I wonder what they were unworthy of,’ Lothe said. 
 
    ‘Whatever it was, the locals didn’t take kindly to it,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘This is a deterrent above all else,’ Mariana said. ‘A warning. An instruction to turn back.’ 
 
    ‘Warnings only work if the listeners are smart enough to heed them. Are we smart enough?’ 
 
    The six of us shared a knowing look. Without a word, we carried on through the clearing and onwards, deeper into the forest. 
 
    The air became stiflingly hot the further we ventured. I tore the sleeves from my overshirt while my warriors ran the cool water from their canteens over their faces. 
 
    Even the sun-elves, stoic as ever, removed their jackets and rolled up their sleeves. 
 
    We continued for miles, flinching at every minor sound in the undergrowth, but facing no enemies. 
 
    Even so, I couldn’t help the distinct feeling that we, all of us, were being watched. 
 
    Maybe it’s the heat. I’m not saying a word to Mariana though – she’ll think I’ve gone crazy. 
 
    I knew that my companions were feeling the heat too, though. The sun’s rays streamed through the endless canopy of the forest, and we were flagging. 
 
    But nobody wanted to show a sign of weakness. 
 
    Not until- 
 
    ‘We should stop for a moment,’ Mariana finally said. ‘We need to check our location. Do you see anything up ahead, Orem?’ 
 
    No response. 
 
    ‘Orem?’ 
 
    We looked in his direction. 
 
    Only it wasn’t his direction – because he was no longer there. 
 
    ‘Where the hell did he go?’ I asked openly, searching around myself but seeing no sign. ‘When was the last time any of you saw him?’ 
 
    Nobody could give an answer. 
 
    I couldn’t. 
 
    We had been walking separate from each other for so long in such silence that nobody had even noticed his disappearance. 
 
    Then, suddenly, a muffled shout called out from the woods to our left. 
 
    We all got out weapons at the ready. 
 
    ‘Circle around,’ I instructed frantically. ‘Whatever’s captured him, we can surround it. Maybe it’s just a trap, but I’m not taking any chances.’ 
 
    We promptly split up, rushing to our separate points around the area where Orem’s shouts were coming from. 
 
    ‘Ready?’ 
 
    Rubin and Lothe nodded to me in the affirmative, ready to take on whatever force awaited us. 
 
    But it was already upon us. 
 
    The moment we stepped into the clearing and set eyes on Orem’s bound figure awaiting us in the center, I acted before I thought. 
 
    My need to help my companion had overridden the number one rule of scouting – check your corners. 
 
    I rushed out from my side just as Mariana did, and suddenly felt my feet flying out from under me. 
 
    ‘Woah, shit!’ 
 
    My feet gave out, and suddenly they were over my head. The back of my head struck the dry ground roughly, and the next thing I knew I was hanging by my feet, upside down, swinging in the air six feet from the ground by a rope. 
 
    ‘Don’t move, soldier!’ Mariana called out. 
 
    Mariana and Rubin were the only ones in our group that hadn’t succumbed to the traps – both of her soldiers and one of my own had taken the 180 trip towards the branches. 
 
    ‘Ow,’ I said flatly, reaching to the back of my head and feeling the bruise already starting to swell. To my relief there was no blood. 
 
    ‘Hold on, Master Jack,’ Rubin called calmly through the clearing, watching his footing as he moved. ‘Once we know that the path is clear we will get you all dow-… Ahh…’ 
 
    I glanced over at Rubin in confusion. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ 
 
    The warrior touched his neck and pulled something from his skin. 
 
    Then, like a ragdoll, he sank to the ground. 
 
    ‘Mariana? What’s going on?’ 
 
    ‘Jack…?’ 
 
    She clasped a hand to her neck. Her eyes winced, and she pulled the same routine, hitting the floor. 
 
    Shoo-shoo-shoo-shoo. 
 
    A series of overlapping sounds cut through the air. At the third I felt a sharp sting strike my neck. I reached up and ripped the source free, finding myself holding a needle-thin projectile tipped with purple liquid. 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck…’ 
 
    My vision immediately began to cloud at the edges. 
 
    Poison. 
 
    Before the lights went out I fought for as much time as I could. 
 
    If they wanted to kill us they would have used a trap much more lethal. 
 
    ‘Cathrishi. Nol joythrika.’ 
 
    Several figures emerged from the forest. I immediately recognized them as the silhouetted shapes that had confronted me in the forest with Rhoxio and Talia. 
 
    But they weren’t men on horseback at all. 
 
    They were centaurs. 
 
    Shadows crowded in fast. A high ringing overcame the voices. 
 
    Then everything went dark. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    I was slipping relentlessly between wakefulness and sleep. 
 
    One minute I was out cold, lost in the blackness of my mind. 
 
    The next I was receiving messages from the world around me that fought to make it through to any sense of awareness I had. 
 
    My hands and feet were bound. 
 
    My head sagged back, bouncing like a ball with the jolting footsteps of whoever was moving me. 
 
    A clopping of feet… Horses? 
 
    No… 
 
    The centaurs. 
 
    ‘Where… Where are you taking me…?’ 
 
    ‘Quiet, prisoner!’ 
 
    The deep voice boomed so loud that it echoed back on itself. 
 
    But maybe that was just my disoriented head spinning every incoming sound into a soupy mess. 
 
    I shifted upright suddenly. My hands and feet were unbound again, and my head lolled forwards. 
 
    The toes of my boots dragged along a rough stone floor. 
 
    Darkness once more. 
 
    A sinking feeling rushed through my gut. 
 
    I heard my wives crying out for me. 
 
    Then- 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    I shuddered awoke in a low-lit place. 
 
    I took a few breaths just to make sure of one thing. 
 
    I’m still alive. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ 
 
    Mariana was sat nearby, slumped up against a stone wall. Her light armor was gone, and she was clad in only the overshirt she had been wearing beneath it and a set of pants that gripped her slim legs. 
 
    ‘Okay, I think,’ I muttered, raising my head. 
 
    It then became quickly apparent that I wasn’t so okay. 
 
    My head felt like it weighed a ton. 
 
    ‘Oh, god, my head…’ I pressed my palms to my eye sockets just to alleviate the pain for a few precious seconds. ‘Wait…’ 
 
    I ran my hands to my waist and felt a terrifying absence. 
 
    ‘Where the hell is my sword?!’ 
 
    ‘They took it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no…’ 
 
    ‘Relax. They can’t use it. I woke up when we were being brought down here and saw one of them trying to wield it. The moment he touched the handle he was thrown twenty yards clear into a tree. It seems that weapon is bound to you somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Well, that’s something.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t been struck, either, if you’re wondering about the pain. Just the bump on the back of your head and the poison wearing off. You’ll be okay… For now.’ 
 
    ‘Poison?’ 
 
    ‘They sedated us before they brought us here.’ 
 
    My eyes adjusted to the only source of light in the vicinity, a series of flickering torches mounted into holsters that lined the wall opposite me. 
 
    There was no way to reach those torches to take a look around, though, because they were beyond a firm set of cramped iron bars. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are we?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Beneath their land. There are holding cells all the way along this corridor, more than twenty on each side, as far as I can tell.’ 
 
    ‘You were awake when they brought you in?’ 
 
    ‘I was coming in and out when we were being brought onto their land. That’s when I saw the centaur try to use your sword. I’ve heard a variety of voices since I awoke. There are many different creeds and peoples being held down here.’ 
 
    ‘For what? Slavery?’ 
 
    ‘Some, perhaps, but… Others I imagine will end up like those hanging bodies that we saw in the forest.’ 
 
    ‘You think our men are in here somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘I have yet to see them, but I hope so.’ 
 
    I staggered up from the bed, feeling my headache beginning to subside already, and crossed to the bars. 
 
    Low voices murmured along the corridor. At least two dozen lonely souls waiting in the dark for their fate. 
 
    Mariana was right. This wasn’t a prison for bad people. These weren’t hardened criminals yelling and jeering and cursing through the bars. 
 
    These were captives, brought in by the centaurs. All along the dark stone corridor there were low conversations, heavy breathing, the sounds of repressed anxiety at an unknown fate that was fast approaching. 
 
    And now we were among them, just one of countless others locked in a cell, waiting for… Something. 
 
    Whatever fate the centaurs were deciding for us up there. 
 
    ‘We’re not going to end up like those guys in the forest,’ I said. ‘I’ve got plenty of things that will help us get out of here.’ 
 
    I pulled open my inventory, thinking that I had it all figured out, and felt my heart sink at the sight of it. 
 
    It was completely and utterly empty. 
 
    All I had were the clothes on my back. 
 
    ‘What the fuck? Where’s all my stuff? All my weapons, all my resources…?’ 
 
    ‘They’ve taken everything from both of us. Outsiders brought to a tribal land can have their inventories ransacked if they’re present for more than 24 hours. They’ve taken everything of mine as well. Didn’t you know that?’ 
 
    It occurred to me that I had never been unconscious and at the behest of an enemy before. 
 
    ‘Actually… No.’ 
 
    ‘Gods,’ Mariana chuckled. ‘Tell me again how you became so powerful so quickly?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you know, ambition, smarts… And a serious dose of sheer blind luck more often than not.’ 
 
    A raucous roaring of deep voices rumbled down the corridor. It was coming from above. 
 
    The centaurs were enjoying themselves over something. 
 
    ‘What’s going on up there?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. It’s been going on for a while. They sound pretty damn happy about something, though.’ 
 
    ‘It could be some kind of ritual. God, if they’re going to sacrifice us…’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t feel like being sacrificed today,’ Mariana said dryly. ‘Don’t suppose you’ve got any more tricks up your sleeve to get us out of here?’ 
 
    I racked my brain for something, anything. 
 
    There’s always a way out, no matter how hopeless things seem. 
 
    ‘There is one thing,’ I said. ‘I can command the powers through moonstalker, but that’s it. Without it I’m useless. I can’t use the energy. But I can transfer the power to other people for them to use as raw energy, even when I’m not in direct possession of the sword. The energy will still be lingering in me. It can be channeled into weapons, too.’ 
 
    ‘Then give me it. All I would need to do is get hold of a weapon, and then we would be home free.’ 
 
    ‘I… Can’t do that.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because…’ 
 
    Because sex is the only thing that transfers this power. 
 
    ‘Because what?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can’t. You’re just going to have to trust me.’ 
 
    ‘I trusted you in coming here, didn’t I?’ Her voice took an unfamiliar turn. ‘I trusted you enough to end up in this damned cell.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, it might have been my theory, but it was your choice to come with me. You didn’t have to. I was following up on a lead.’ 
 
    Mariana scoffed and lowered her head. 
 
    ‘What?’ I asked. ‘You got something you want to say to me?’ 
 
    ‘No, just…’ She trailed off, simmering – and then she lost her temper for the first time since I had met her. ‘You and your blasted theories. Magic bringing the undead up from the east? How much moonseed did you take before coming up with that notion?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, you’re the one who’s been playing mind games with me this whole time. I’m sick to death of this act of yours, all of this political bullshit…’ 
 
    ‘That’s how things work. That’s how my tribe works. Holding our cards close to our chest and keeping at a distance from outsiders is exactly why my people have survived for so long.’ 
 
    ‘Survival? You want to talk survival? Can I just make something abundantly clear to you?’ 
 
    ‘Please do.’ 
 
    ‘I. Saved. Your. Life.’ 
 
    ‘Only because I happened to be in the same place as your wife. She was the real reason that you came to rescue me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, so what, you’re pissed off that I didn’t prioritize a sun-elf that I hardly knew over my freaking wife? She’s the love of my life, one of several, so yes, she was my priority. My people are always my priority.’ 
 
    Mariana stared me in the eyes hard. She gulped in one of the only ungraceful movements I had ever seen her conduct. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe I ever let you into my life,’ she muttered. ‘I should have just cut ties with your tribe after my father passed.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks to me we managed to vanquish your tribe’s long-standing enemies. You wish you’d cut ties with me? Seriously? You don’t get to backtrack on past deals. You’re the tribe master. You make the decisions. You don’t get to blame them on somebody else after you’ve made them. That’s what it means to be a leader. You’re in charge, nobody else. You take the credit when things go right, and you take the blame when they go wrong. Now they have gone wrong, and we can either figure a way out of here, or we can sit around here and complain about it.’ 
 
    A long, painful silence followed. 
 
    Mariana finally relented, giving me a slight nod in agreement and averting her eyes from mine. 
 
    ‘I’ve tried everything,’ she said quietly. ‘This room is sealed tight, and we aren’t in possession of so much as a toothpick to assist in our escape.’ 
 
    I closed my eyes and pressed my head against the bars. 
 
    The white noise humming in the din of the stone corridor took me back to the northern lookout post upon my land, sitting with Alorion and enjoying the peace of the night while my wives and my citizens slept safely under my watchful eye. 
 
    The rustle of the leaves, the snapping of twigs in the undergrowth, the strange giggles of laughter in the dark, and… 
 
    And… 
 
    Whispering. 
 
    The whispering, the very same that I had heard back in the forest several nights back. 
 
    It wasn’t in my mind. 
 
    I could hear it in the corridor. 
 
    ‘Wait, do you hear that?’ 
 
    ‘Yes,’ Mariana said frantically, rushing up to the prison bars to join me. ‘Where is that coming from? It feels like it’s…’ 
 
    ‘Inside your head?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    I searched the darkened cells across from ours for any sign of movement. 
 
    The flickering torchlight barely reached more than a few feet into their depths. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I called out. ‘Is anyone there?’ 
 
    The whispering grew louder, and from the shadows of the cell directly across from ours a figure emerged. 
 
    She was a delicately-featured woman with skin an even lighter shade of purple than the occasional high-elves I had passed by at the cove. Her body was wrapped in a ragged set of shawls and cloaks covering almost everything but her head. 
 
    Her ears were sharply pointed, holding tight to her head and protruding from the luscious silver hair that fell down in waves from her head.  
 
    A pair of large purple eyes gazed back at me with intrigue, and from her full silver lips the whisperings in our minds were spoken. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ I asked in entranced bewilderment. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ Mariana whispered, answering for me. ‘That’s a fae. I didn’t know there were any in the area… All the stories say they left these parts after the war. They’re magic users.’ 
 
    The hairs on my arm stood up in a chilling wave. 
 
    ‘Magic? So they’re the ones that could have raised the dead?’ 
 
    ‘No. A dark fae tribe, maybe, but these are not of that kind. They use woodland magic – charms, enchantments, more conventional spells.’ 
 
    The fae’s large eyes stared back into mine. Her lips moved quickly in delicate, flowing whispers, their movements not even seeming to match the sounds that I was hearing. 
 
    ‘Why is she doing that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. My knowledge goes as far as all that I have said. They’re incredibly secretive, even more so than your typical isolated tribe.’ 
 
    ‘No kidding. I’ve not seen a single one in my time here.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve never seen a single one in my entire life.’ 
 
    ‘How d’you think she wound up down here?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but have you noticed something?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘She’s only looking at you. It’s like nothing else is even here.’ 
 
    I moved slightly from side to side behind the bars. Her eyes stayed fixed on me the whole time. 
 
    ‘I’ve seen her before,’ I continued, keeping eye contact with the fae but speaking to Mariana. ‘Well, heard her.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘A few nights ago on the borders of my land. I heard whispering and laughing in the forest. Thought I was going crazy.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    Clunk. 
 
    A stream of light burst down into the corridor suddenly. 
 
    The fae’s whispers immediately ceased. She withdrew into the shadows of her cell. 
 
    It’s daytime, I thought, hearing clopping steps descending the ramp into the corridor as a huge shadow blocked out the light. If they wiped my inventory then we’ve been out for more than a whole day. 
 
    Judging by how hungry I felt, it had likely been two days. 
 
    I could only imagine how worried my wives would be. I had told them I would be back by the end of the day that we had left. 
 
    The clopping of hooves grew louder until our captor appeared. 
 
    I gripped the bars of the cell, intending to stare him down, but the moment he came into view I had to remind myself that I was unarmed, and that it wasn’t just my life on the line, but Mariana’s too. 
 
    The centaur stood at least seven feet tall. He was a burly, brutish monster of a hybrid, with gigantic and muscular hind quarters and a bloated torso padded with muscle and fat. 
 
    A pair of dark eyes looked down at Mariana and I as he passed us, a giant examining two insects that he could destroy with a single kick. His face was tangled with scars and a long knotted beard, his hair tied into thick matted dreadlocks that shook with each steady, assured step. 
 
    We locked eyes briefly, but it did nothing to intimidate him; he simply moved on, surveying the cells on both sides as he patrolled his captives. 
 
    ‘Things seemed to have quietened down out there,’ Mariana whispered to me. ‘I have a feeling that he is not here just to check up on us.’ 
 
    The centaur clopped confidently down the corridor, shifting out of our line of sight. 
 
    ‘I think he’s looking for someone,’ I said, gripping the bars so hard that my knuckles turned white. 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    ‘No idea.’ 
 
    The centaur’s clops became louder again as he returned along the corridor to the exit with no captives in tow. 
 
    Back into sight, he glanced back and forth between the cells, about to reach the end of the line. 
 
    ‘Maybe he was just patrolling,’ Mariana whispered as he came closer to passing our cell. 
 
    Outside of the bars he suddenly halted and turned, focusing on us. He scanned our bodies up and down, then pointed back and forth between us. 
 
    ‘Up,’ the centaur said simply, his voice deeper than a grave. ‘Up!’ 
 
    Mariana and I did as we were told. 
 
    Empty inventories, no weapons, no nothing. 
 
    Just my bare hands, and the beautiful sun-elf at my side. 
 
    The centaur retrieved a key from his belt with his free hand and unlocked the cell door, swinging the heavy metal bars wide with a single move of incredible strength, and a sweeping creak. 
 
    Suddenly I realized that there was a way out of this cell. Only one. 
 
    In the stead and under the command of our captors. 
 
    ‘Walk!’ 
 
    Mariana and I exited the cell and stood side by side, facing the ramp that led out into the light. 
 
    ‘Hands.’ 
 
    We exchanged a look and raised our hands in a don’t shoot motion. 
 
    ‘Hands!’ 
 
    The centaur clocked me in the shoulder with one of his huge fists. 
 
    ‘Aghh!!’ 
 
    Pain exploded through my entire left shoulder. Something clicked. 
 
    No break, thank god. 
 
    I staggered forwards onto a knee, gritted my teeth against the pain and pushed back to my feet. 
 
    ‘You’re going to pay for that one, you hooved motherfucker,’ I hissed. 
 
    It was a damn good thing that the centaur’s use of my language was limited. 
 
    I expected that one to earn me a sucker punch to the back of the head, or a hoof-kick that would knock my spine out of place. 
 
    ‘Behind our backs,’ Mariana whispered. ‘He’s going to bind us.’ 
 
    I copied Mariana. 
 
    The centaur bound our wrists with speed and skill that told me he had done it many, many times before. 
 
    Once we were incapacitated, a thick bag was pulled down over each of our heads. 
 
    ‘Walk,’ the centaur commanded. 
 
    I took a cautious step forward. Mariana’s light footsteps joined to my left, and we marched up the incline to the surface of the land. 
 
    The sun was so bright that its rays cut through the thickness of the bag, turning my world a blackened shade of orange. 
 
    ‘Walk. No run. You die if run.’ 
 
    We’re dead anyway, you douchebag. 
 
    I wanted to call him every name under the sun, but that would likely only quicken our deaths. 
 
    Would that be better, though? 
 
    A bustling of nearby voices hummed somewhere off to my left. It was the repressed presence of dozens upon dozens of figures. 
 
    We were definitely upon their tribal land. 
 
    A voice jeered, not too far off. 
 
    A collective of others suddenly followed, laughing and calling out in a language that I didn’t know, mixed with hints of my own tongue. 
 
    These are the last sounds that I’m going to hear as I’m swinging from a rope and the lights in my head go out for good. 
 
    This was it. In no time we would have nooses around our necks, and we would slowly begin to hang by our throats as these bastards had their fun. 
 
    We marched into the unknown. At any moment our feet could give out and we could stumble into an unseen pit or walk into a carefully-placed spear in some sadistic game. 
 
    We had no other choice but to continue. 
 
    The mocking shouts became a little fainter, and then the centaur commanded with another strange choice of words. 
 
    ‘Steps. Walk up steps.’ 
 
    I quickly ascertained what he meant this time. 
 
    Raising my foot and reaching out with it, it halted a little above the floor, the first in what I assumed were a set of stairs. 
 
    The gallows… 
 
    To be forced to walk towards your own death... 
 
    I thought of my people back at the land, of my companions and advisors, of my wives; Santana’s strawberry-scented hair, Elera’s joyous laugh is she floated through the caves, the sensation of Ariadne’s soft hands running their way up my back, Talia’s appetite for danger leading me to her like a horse to water, Lara’s teasing smile and full, pleasurable lips. 
 
    I would never see them again… I would never lie with them again. 
 
    But then, in a bizarre shift, the ascent of the stairs ended and the ground quickly levelled out. 
 
    We’re not far enough from the ground for the drop of a rope. 
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    ‘Walk!’ 
 
    We stepped forward along firm ground – creaking floorboards. 
 
    The brightness of the sunlight suddenly went out. 
 
    Our footsteps echoed strangely. 
 
    We’re indoors… 
 
    ‘Stop.’ 
 
    A door creaked shut behind us. 
 
    A lone centaur clopped its hooves, but not from behind. 
 
    This one was right in front of us. 
 
    Our guard had left, replaced by this… Other. 
 
    What the hell is this? Are we going to be interrogated? 
 
    The hooves clopped against the floorboards with terrifying gravitas. The centaur moved around us, circling his prey like a lion toying with an injured deer. 
 
    He moved behind us and stopped. 
 
    The heaving breaths of the creature alone were enough to fill me with incomparable dread. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ Mariana’s voice spoke, steady with bravery. ‘Whatever happens… I’m sorry. I’m sorry for what I said. I was angry… You’re right. This wasn’t your fault… And I’ll always be glad that I had the chance to stand at your side.’ 
 
    ‘We’re going to be all right,’ I replied. ‘We’re going to be all right.’ 
 
    I had never had less confidence in my life that that was the case. 
 
    A set of gigantic fingers clenched down upon my head. 
 
    I waited for my brain to be crushed. 
 
    At least this’ll be over quick. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Eighteen 
 
      
 
    The fingers sank into the folds of the cloth bag and ripped it away from my head. 
 
    The dim light stung my eyes a little. I shook it off and looked around. 
 
    We were standing in a windowless building comprised of a single large room. 
 
    Instead of the grim prison cell décor beneath the land where we had just been held, this room looked like a hedonist’s miniature hideaway. 
 
    Full, patterned cushions were piled in a corner, heaped around elaborately stitched blankets. Against another wall was a cabinet, situated atop which was- 
 
    No way. 
 
    Fruit. Apples, oranges, guavas and lemons sat heaped in a huge bowl, so ripe and gleaming with red and orange and yellow that they could have been picked just hours ago. 
 
    I had never seen fruit once in this world since I had arrived. 
 
    Against the other wall were a series of rusted weapons hanging by their handles. 
 
    Where the hell are we? 
 
    The figure behind us suddenly cut our bindings, and we shook them aside.  
 
    ‘Tirimoth khansulji,’ the centaur spoke. ‘Turn around, warriors.’ 
 
    The voice was as gruff as any of the other centaurs that we had heard outside, but there was an intelligence to it that was absent from the owners of the jeers and shouts. 
 
    We shared another glanced and turned slowly, moving our bodies as one as if our heads were locked in place. 
 
    Standing before us was a lone male centaur. He stood tall and dominant, with narrowed eyes and a resting angered expression. His arms were folded across his huge, hairy chest. 
 
    ‘Uthyir viramor. What tongue?’ 
 
    The centaur tribe master’s brow remained perpetually furrowed as he glanced between us. 
 
    ‘The common tongue,’ Mariana replied firmly. 
 
    The centaur unfolded his arms, revealing a rope chain that hung low over his chest. 
 
    Several dozen severed fingers were strung along the rope in varying states of decay, and all from a variety of beings. 
 
    I repressed a gulp. 
 
    ‘Then we will speak the common tongue,’ the centaur spoke, with a calmness that didn’t match the fact that he had severed appendages hanging from his neck. ‘I am Master Tyrelus, leader of the Rhedian Centaurs. I am here to grant you the honor of fighting before my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘… What?’ 
 
    It was all I could say. 
 
    I didn’t have the faintest idea what was going on. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ I continued. 
 
    ‘Your quarters,’ the centaur replied gruffly, as if my question had just ranked highest for the stupidest of all time. 
 
    ‘For what, exactly?’ Mariana said slowly. 
 
    ‘For relaxing and preparing before your fight.’ 
 
    Mariana and I exchanged a look. 
 
    ‘Our fight?’ I repeated. ‘What fight?’ 
 
    ‘I and my people enjoy simple pleasures. The sugars of the land, the warm rays of the sun, and the beautiful spilling of blood in the midst of vicious battle.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get me wrong, but one of those is not like the others,’ I remarked. 
 
    The centaur looked at me as if I was a moron once more. 
 
    ‘We do not believe in placing invaders in shackles. It is not a worthy way for strong beings of this world to die. The unworthy, but not you. You will die in glory before the eyes of the watcher, blade to blade with an equal.’ 
 
    Now I understood why the hanging bodies in the forest had been marked as unworthy. 
 
    ‘You… You want us to fight?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, human. My warriors can tell that you are both strong fighters. You have the callouses, the muscles, the signs of skill that others do not. It would be a waste for you not to put these abilities to good use, especially in death. 
 
    ‘Many that wander through these lands are weaklings. My people delight in seeing them strung up and made a mockery of. But you invaders are of a different class.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not invaders,’ I said adamantly. ‘It’s not my intention to cause you any harm. We’re just looking for a magical source. We can go. We won’t come back.’ 
 
    The centaur’s wary face grew into a grin so wide that his lips couldn’t help but spread, presenting his large, grey teeth. 
 
    ‘You. I know who you are. You are the flying man.’ 
 
    ‘The flying man?’ Mariana hissed in a hushed tone. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what you’re talking about,’ I said, lying through my teeth. 
 
    ‘Yes, you are him. My hunting party say they shot a flying devil out of the sky some nights ago and pursued him through the forest, only to find him holding the light of the gods.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got the wrong guy,’ I lied flatly. 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Then how do you explain this?’ 
 
    The centaur pulled an item from over his huge shoulder. He pulled away a blanket that was wrapped over it to reveal moonstalker, clasped in its sheath. 
 
    My story sure didn’t add up. 
 
    ‘This is an incredible weapon,’ the centaur tribe master continued. ‘My men have had trouble using it. But they tell me that a man holding this very weapon fell from the sky on top of a… Flying horse?’ 
 
    I had nowhere to go. 
 
    Mariana’s mouth tipped open in shock. 
 
    She turned her head slowly to look at me. 
 
    ‘… You have a Pegasus?’ She whispered in disbelief and awe. 
 
    I frowned and nodded slightly. 
 
    ‘Two, actually. But I didn’t want this guy to know considering how rare they are. Looks like that’s out the window now, not that it matters considering I don’t even know how a centaur would ride one…’ 
 
    She shook her head and scoffed in disbelief. 
 
    ‘I have no interest in such things,’ the centaur said flatly. ‘Can you use this weapon?’ 
 
    I had to say something, anything, to get us out of here. 
 
    All I needed was to get my hands on moonstalker. 
 
    ‘I can,’ I nodded firmly. ‘And if you’d simply return it to me, I’ll make sure to vanquish all who pose a threat to your people.’ 
 
    The centaur stared down at me, then scoffed in a single sharp sound. 
 
    It was the closest thing to an emotion I had managed to garner from him. 
 
    ‘Funny human. You lecture me, give me false promises on threats, when you are the one who tries to invade my land.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, we didn’t come to your land to attack, or to invade, or whatever you want to call it. We. Will. Leave. Just let us go, and-’ 
 
    ‘I WILL NOT BE LECTURED!!!’ 
 
    The centaur’s booming voice shook the room. He raced forwards as he screamed at us, his face erupting in a snarling rage. 
 
    He grabbed us both by the neck and slammed us into the wall, using our bodies like airbags to halt his powerful gallop. 
 
    If the slam had been any harder we would have been dealing with some serious breaks. 
 
    Whether or not he planned that was anybody’s guess. 
 
    I was opting for a no. 
 
    I felt the wind get knocked out of me, but that was the least of my worries. 
 
    The centaur held us against the wall by our necks, our toes at least a foot off the ground. 
 
    The display of strength was effortless. 
 
    ‘Listen, intruders, and listen well,’ the centaur seethed, ‘you will arm yourselves, you will prepare for battle, and you will fight when I tell you to fight. And when I decide, you will die when I tell you to die. Is that understood?’ 
 
    I grasped the centaur’s huge hand in both of mine, desperate for a gasp of air. 
 
    ‘Fine…’ I managed to croak. ‘We’ll do what you want. We’ll fight.’ 
 
    The centaur glared between us like a predator spoilt for choice over its dinner. 
 
    Then, just like that, his temper settled and he lowered us both to the ground. 
 
    ‘Good,’ he grunted, turning away and moving to the door.  
 
    ‘Who exactly are we fighting?’ Mariana asked. 
 
    ‘Who… Sometimes what,’ the centaur replied. ‘You will meet your combatants when you arrive for battle. Rest a little, eat, prepare. You will need your strength.’ 
 
    I crossed to the weapon rack and examined what was available. 
 
    What was on offer didn’t look promising. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I said, examining the limited number of blades and clubs, and the dire condition they were in. ‘These weapons are all rusted, and the blades are dulled. How do you expect us to fight with these?’ 
 
    ‘Do not worry. Your enemies will be granted the same tools. Sharpened weapons finish the job too quickly. My people like to see their entertainment work for victory. Either way, you are worthy sacrifices to die in the eyes of the watcher.’ 
 
    Worthy sacrifices? The watcher?’ 
 
    I had crossed paths with enough Agrarian psychopaths by now to know what came next – a laugh, a chuckle, an insane smile. 
 
    But that didn’t happen. 
 
    Tyrelus simply nodded to us with a flat expression. 
 
    This was normality to him. Ferocity. 
 
    But one man’s madness was another’s way of life. 
 
    ‘Prepare yourselves. My men will return to you in one hour.’ 
 
    With that he departed from the room, closing and bolting the door behind him. 
 
    ‘He wants us to fight somebody to the death,’ I whispered. ‘That’s what he said.’ 
 
    ‘He did,’ Mariana said flatly, a quiver of fear rising on her voice. ‘And with these rusty weapons, to say the least. They want us to beat each other to death.’ 
 
    At that moment a horn sounded outside. A raucous cheering followed, and a voice speaking in the centaur tongue commanded the audience. 
 
    ‘What’s going on out there?’ Mariana asked, searching for a gap in the wood to see. 
 
    ‘They’re bringing out the next warriors,’ I replied. 
 
    I pressed my head against the door and closed my eyes. 
 
    No weapon. 
 
    No resources. 
 
    No companions. 
 
    No hope. 
 
    How the hell are we supposed to get out of this? 
 
    Suddenly I wasn’t so angry at Mariana. I had fucked up. 
 
    The only thing worse than death was the approaching promise of it. 
 
    But this couldn’t be the end. 
 
    It couldn’t. 
 
    ‘If I had my sword I would be able to wipe the floor with every single one of those bastards,’ I seethed. 
 
    ‘I know,’ Mariana agreed. ‘But we don’t have it right now. All we’ve got are these damned rusty pieces of-’ 
 
    Mariana hurled the rusty gladius sword she was holding so hard at the door that it wedged into a knot in the wood, vibrating wildly. 
 
    ‘You know what they’re doing, don’t you?’ she continued. ‘Those shouts aren’t just for excitement. They’re betting. So much for all that talk about dying in the glory of battle…’ 
 
    ‘We’ve only got two options,’ I said. ‘Either we run for it, or we try and fight them off in the arena. Running is a non-starter because they might be the best archers I’ve ever seen in this world.’ 
 
    ‘And there are too many to fight them off… But maybe we could cause enough commotion to create a window long enough for us to escape.’ 
 
    ‘How do you propose we do that? All we’ve got is this old junk to defend ourselves. 
 
    ‘You said that you could grant me powers from the agrarium, didn’t you?’ Mariana asked. ‘Is it possible?’ 
 
    ‘Well… Yeah.’ 
 
    ‘Then why don’t you? This stuff is only old junk in so far as its present ability. If I can channel the agrarium energy into it, then…’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s too risky. My wives have practiced with it, they know how to use it. You haven’t yet. It could be dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Riskier than definitely dying?’ Mariana wondered, shrugging at me. ‘I’m not mocking the safety of your wives, Jack. Of course that was important, but it was important when you weren’t facing nigh-on certain death. I think it’s a little late for worrying about dying, don’t you? We’re dead anyway if we go out there, whether we run or we fight. We might as well give it our best shot.’ 
 
    I looked her up and down from across the room. Even in her tattered undergarments she still looked like a freaking supermodel, her golden hair and her flawless face sitting atop her tall, slender figure. 
 
    ‘I…’ I stuttered. ‘No. I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘Because I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘There’s got to be a reason.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just telling you that I can’t.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?!’ 
 
    ‘Because you and I need to have sex in order for my powers to transfer to you.’ 
 
    Mariana looked as if she was ready to throw a clever retort in response to whatever excuse came out of my mouth. 
 
    But not that one. 
 
    ‘Oh, were you not expecting me to say that?’ I said sarcastically. 
 
    ‘Umm… No. Not quite.’ 
 
    ‘It didn’t occur to you why it was just my wives that could use these powers?’ 
 
    ‘I thought it was because they were your most trusted companions.’ 
 
    ‘They are, but this whole thing wasn’t exactly intentional. We discovered it by accident less than a week ago. They’ve been more than happy to use the agrarium energy now that they know how to use it. It’s turned every one of them into a force to be reckoned with.’ 
 
    Mariana eyed me. A look crossed her eyes that I hadn’t seen for a while. 
 
    It had been on Garrison’s land, across the pasture during the evening celebration. 
 
    It was a look of masked desire, a sense of wanting but an inability to let the façade slip long enough to release it. 
 
    ‘Well…’ She finally said. ‘I suppose that would be a good excuse for me to finally have you…’ 
 
    I paused, making sure that I had heard her correctly. 
 
    ‘What…?’ 
 
    ‘I have been with few men in my life, Jack,’ Mariana said. ‘Do you know why? As the royalty of the Morelian tribal lands, few men have ever been worthy of me. You saw plenty just like them in the wake of the battle a week ago. 
 
    ‘I have marveled at their fighting prowess and their wisdom, I have even laid with some of them in the past, but none have ever even come close to pleasuring me… 
 
    ‘But you… I feel things when I am with you that I have not felt with any other man. I’ve tried to hide it until now, to fight those feelings by keeping a distance from you, but…’ 
 
    ‘You’ve been playing political games with me this whole time,’ I smirked in disbelief. ‘Don’t tell me that you’ve just decided to give up on that now.’ 
 
    ‘I haven’t. I tried to tell myself that I was destined to be the leader of my people. But the leader of the sun-elves is the one who can best keep them safe, who can lead them to victory and ensure their prosperity.’ 
 
    ‘You are capable of doing that,’ I replied. ‘Do you realize how tough it’s been dealing with you? And believe me, I mean that as a compliment. Since I became tribe master I’ve fought bandits, monsters, tyrants and all kinds of vicious things that play on my mind like a plague. But I never thought the title of my greatest challenge would go to one of my closest allies.’ 
 
    Mariana laughed lightly. ‘I will take that as a compliment. But having dealt with you, having been… Saved by you, having fought alongside you… Now I realize that it is not me… It is you. All this time I have been lying to myself about what I truly want. It is not you that I have been playing these games with. I have only been tricking myself.’ 
 
    ‘I wanted to tell you down there in the cells. I thought that if I could harness my anger, if I could mask what I truly felt…’ 
 
    ‘And what do you truly feel?’ I asked. 
 
    Mariana looked to the ground and stepped towards me. Her whole demeanor changed. The façade of the conniving trickster of a leader fell away. 
 
    With each slow stop she pulled away her clothing – first her overshirt, before effortlessly sliding out of her pants and walking out of them heaped upon the floor. 
 
    With another step she removed the lace bra, shrugging out of it and casting it aside to reveal her perfect, perky breasts to me for the first time. 
 
    And with a final seductive step, stopping just inches before me, she dropped the last of her underwear around her ankles and pressed her hands to my chest, her golden body completely naked before me. 
 
    Finally, relinquishing her power, she looked at me with her golden eyes. 
 
    ‘That… I’m in love with you. You and your power I am ready to submit to. I am ready to be your wife. If only you will lie with me… I’ve been fighting between my role as a leader and my desire to have you. Gods, I can’t resist you any longer.’ 
 
    ‘Then tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I want you, Jack. Right here, right now… We might not get another chance.’ 
 
    We couldn’t hold ourselves back from each other any longer. 
 
    We practically collided in the strange, dangerous comfort of the war room. The shouts of the centaurs continued to roar outside, but they were drowned out by the sheer desire that we had for each other. 
 
    Our lips touched for the first time as our bodies became intertwined. 
 
    Sweat matted her skin and mine in the hotness of the room, but it only made me want her more; her, just her, in her entirety. 
 
    Mariana wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and hopped lightly off the ground, wrapping her long, flawless legs around me and drawing me closer to her. 
 
    She kissed me hard, our tongues toying with each other as we pressed our bodies together in an unparalleled lust that we had both been waiting so long to satisfy. 
 
    ‘Now, Jack, now…!’ She moaned into my ear with a needful whisper. ‘I want you now… Take me!’ 
 
    Even though I was holding her, Mariana practically guided us to the dresser where she perched herself, awaiting me to enter her. 
 
    Her toned body was an absolute marvel, her defined navel leading up to her perky breasts and her beautiful golden face filled with desire. 
 
    I moved between her legs, pressing my hardness to her wet lips and releasing a moan from her mouth at that single touch. 
 
    I pushed into her quivering tightness as she gasped, a breathless yes escaping her every time I thrust deeper into her. 
 
    ‘Yes, this feels so right!’ 
 
    I couldn’t agree with her more. 
 
    I had lusted after this woman ever since I had met her, and the pure ecstasy that I felt sliding into her with each movement of our hips made me want to finish with every passing second. 
 
    But I wanted to savor it, to enjoy her. 
 
    I slid my hands down over her firm behind, the one that I had pined over for so long, indulging in the luxurious sensation of her body. I pulled her closer to me, grinding my member against her as she moaned into my ear with intense pleasure. 
 
    ‘It’s working…’ Mariana said. ‘I can feel it… Can you?’ 
 
    I was so lost in the impossible pleasures of Mariana’s perfect golden body that I failed to notice the pulsating blue light that had ignited in our bodies. 
 
    ‘I can feel it, Jack… Give me it. I want the power… I need it… I’m all yours…’ 
 
    This went far beyond the simple transfer of power. 
 
    I loved this woman as I loved any of my wives. 
 
    She was gazing into my eyes like I was the only thing in the world that mattered to her. 
 
    I needed her. 
 
    And she needed me. 
 
    I moved us to the bed and indulged in the sight of her naked body, finally exposed to me. Our bodies were covered in a sheen of fine moisture, turning the image of Mariana into even more of an intense fever dream. 
 
    But this was real. 
 
    ‘Yes…!’ 
 
    Mariana moaned out as I thrust into her again, her hands running across my abs and up to my shoulders. 
 
    She ran her soft fingers up to my shoulders and pulled me closer to her, kissing me hard as I took her harder and harder until I could hold myself no longer. 
 
    Her golden body tensed with ecstasy as I finished deep inside of her, a climax of pleasure washing over us both as we submitted entirely to each other. 
 
    For the longest time Mariana remained wrapped in my arms. After some time she slid her hands over my stubbly cheeks and pressed her forehead to mine, a bite of her lips slipping into an uncontrollable smile. 
 
    The power games were over. 
 
    I loved this woman, and she loved me. 
 
    ‘So that’s how you transfer it,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Pretty much,’ I breathed. 
 
    ‘That was incredible… Now I see why you were being so nit-picky about telling me how it works.’ 
 
    ‘Back then I didn’t know for sure just how interested in me you were.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t make that clear yet?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I’m sorry,’ I started sarcastically, running my hands over the gentle curve of her back, ‘That must have been lost on me somewhere.’ 
 
    When our heads had finally cleared we got dressed and fixed ourselves up. 
 
    I say cleared – my mind was still reveling in the amazing sensation of Mariana’s body, of the revelation she had finally let loose. 
 
    But we had other matters to deal with right now – like staying alive. 
 
    ‘So how do I use this power?’ Mariana asked, turning to me with one of the many rusty blades available. 
 
    ‘You need to focus your mind on the weapon that you’re holding. Imagine it channeling from your core and flowing through your arm towards the weapon.’ 
 
    As a sun-elf Mariana was disciplined enough to focus her mind whenever it was required of her. 
 
    She nodded confidently to me, closed her eyes and steadied her breathing. 
 
    As her breathing reached a calm pace, the blue glow of the agrarium energy began to emanate from beneath her overshirt. 
 
    It worked its way up her shoulder and down her arm, finally culminating in her fist before working into the rusty blade. 
 
    Even with the dullness of the weapon, the shine spilled along it like a stream of water from the handle. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ Mariana exclaimed, opening her eyes and holding the weapon up before her. ‘It worked.’ 
 
    ‘Control it. You can’t use it yet, not in a confined space like this. But now you know how to call it to you.’ 
 
    ‘I understand.’ 
 
    She relaxed her grip, and the energy receded back into her until the light extinguished. 
 
    ‘The only question now is when to use it.’ 
 
    ‘In the arena is the only option. Whatever we come up against, we won’t have the usual tricks up our sleeves to take them down. I can’t channel the agrarium through my body, but you can. I’m counting on you.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t let you down, Jack.’ 
 
    The locks barring the other side of the door clunked open heavily. 
 
    ‘Are you ready?’ I asked her, standing side by side and facing the exit with our swords at the ready. 
 
    ‘I’m ready.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t fire it up. If we run, their archers will take us down. Let’s see what’s going on first.’ 
 
    We waited for some time until the door swung wide. Rays fell on us like a thousand spotlights. 
 
    Through the brightness I saw them; four huge centaurs waiting to escort us to our battle. 
 
    ‘Come,’ one ordered. ‘Time to die.’ 
 
    We checked our weapons and took one last look around for any possible way out. 
 
    No other options were available. This was the only way. 
 
    We crossed to the door and stepped out into the overbearing sunlight. I squinted against the brightness but fought against it, desperate to gain a hold on my surroundings. 
 
    The centaur tribal land was a sprawling open savannah even bigger than my own land. 
 
    Blue skies bore down across large, scattered wooden houses, all centered around a candelabra tree with a gigantic trunk; the tribe master’s home. 
 
    But there was more to this place than met the eye. Smaller trees were scattered across the land, intermingled with the centaurs’ homes. They were nowhere near as abundant as those in the forest, but their foliage was dense enough to disguise the land from above. 
 
    The land was many miles east of my own, but even if I could spot the location from a distance, I wouldn’t have even noticed it. 
 
    But that wasn’t the most impressive thing. 
 
    In the southern pasture of the land, an orchard of fruit trees resided. Even though they were a hundred yards off, the bright colors of the fruit they bore were impossible to ignore. 
 
    Apples, oranges, peaches, lemons, guavas, and they were only the ones that I could spot. All were flourishing in abundance. 
 
    Right now not a single centaur was tending to them. 
 
    The grove was quiet, because every single centaur on the land had congregated to the main attraction. 
 
    As we were marched across the land by the four centaur guards, a bustling hub of life came into view. The vibrations of pounding footsteps on the earth beckoned us forth. 
 
    ‘Hoo… Hoo… Hoo.’ 
 
    The chanting of the centaurs grew louder the closer we came. As we passed the master tree I realized that they weren’t simply crowding around in a random mess, ready to surround us. 
 
    This was carefully organized, an event waiting to begin as the centaurs looked to the stage of their entertainment. 
 
    I quickly counted the population of the tribe. Many dozens stood together, with not another in sight anywhere across the land. 
 
    This must be all of them. 
 
    I counted around 90, potentially 100. 
 
    If I had moonstalker there was a slim chance that I would be able to get the two of us out. It would defend against arrows that came within close proximity to us thanks to its magnetic effect against projectiles. 
 
    But as I weighed the option, I realized that it wasn’t possible. They would have us surrounded within minutes, even if we did manage to make it clear into the forest. 
 
    Our only course was to stay on the path that we were on. 
 
    ‘Gods… Jack, do you see that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I do.’ 
 
    The centaurs were crowded around a platform that elevated its occupants a yard above the ground. The space itself was gigantic, a raised square of stone that measured thirty yards on each side. 
 
    This was their arena. 
 
    The centaurs on one side of the arena moved aside to make way for us. Their absence exposed a series of rough-hewn stone steps. 
 
    The centaur guards stopped at the foot of the arena and ordered us up. 
 
    We ascended the steps, defenseless and completely open to attack before the swelling masses that stood all around us. 
 
    The stone platform was chipped and battered from use. Red stains were dotted about in their hundreds across the surface, old blood that had dried up in the heat of the baking sun from a hundred battles that had already been waged here. 
 
    Each and every centaur had an all-seeing view of the entertainment, but one above all looked down on the madness like an emperor. 
 
    Tyrelus was situated on a huge stone throne, his hybrid body slumped to the side. Either side of him, a pair of centaur guards stood watch with their spears at the ready. 
 
    At first look I thought that a smattering of fruit cores laid at the foot of his throne, heaped in their thousands. 
 
    Upon closer inspection I realized they were old, rusted, bloodstained weapons, heaped messily in their hundreds. 
 
    The aftermath of a hundred prior battles, and room for a hundred more. 
 
    We would just be one of many. 
 
    But the only weapon that truly mattered sat at his feet upon the throne. 
 
    I knew that sheath anywhere. 
 
    Moonstalker. 
 
    It was twenty yards away and sitting at head height on the throne’s seat. 
 
    Even if I could get close, any attempt to grab it would result in a torrent of arrows converging on me, not just from Tyrelus’s faithful guards but the hundred-strong centaur population with an insatiable blood lust. 
 
    Tyrelus raised his hand, and the crowd’s jeers collapsed to murmurs. 
 
    ‘See before you a pair of ruthless invaders, fearsome warriors who dare enter our lands with the intent of killing our own.’ 
 
    Lying bastard, I thought. But whatever you’ve got to do to keep the people happy… 
 
    ‘Ruthless,’ Mariana muttered. ‘That’s a funny one.’ 
 
    Tyrelus was speaking English, or the common tongue as Mariana had called it. 
 
    Evidently his people had a grasp on the language – most, anyway, considering the limited capacity of the guard that had escorted us. 
 
    But who said that you needed speech skills when you were a 500lb hooved son-of-a-bitch whose only job was to slap prisoners around? 
 
    Even though I was without my overpowered weapon, the temptation to berate and insult the centaur master was intense. 
 
    I had to hold it in, for both mine and Mariana’s sake. 
 
    We were their playthings, and if we didn’t abide by their rules, they would break us. 
 
    ‘If they had it their way, they would kill us in our beds while we slept!’ Tyrelus yelled. 
 
    A roar of anger arose from the centaurs. 
 
    ‘Do you see fit that they should prove themselves as worthy sacrifices to the fire in the eyes of our watcher?’ 
 
    Approval exploded from the crowd. 
 
    There’s that word again. Our watcher? What the hell does that mean?  
 
    ‘Then let them face their sins!’ Tyrelus rose to his feet and pointed his spear to the entrance to the arena. ‘Bring in the combatants!’ 
 
    Combatants. Plural. 
 
    ‘Two-on-two,’ Mariana said, readying her sword. ‘This shouldn’t be too hard… But what happens if we beat our opponents?’ 
 
    ‘They throw another at us until we go down by my guess.’ 
 
    ‘Brilliant...’ 
 
    The centaur guards brought up our opponents. 
 
    My heart pounded with anticipation. 
 
    It could be anything. 
 
    Orcs. 
 
    A goblin horde. 
 
    A pack of wolves. 
 
    Every monstrous creature that I had ever fought in Agraria came to mind. 
 
    But the reality was much, much worse. 
 
    Not two, but four opponents emerged from the entrance, climbing up the steps to the arena platform. 
 
    And these weren’t opponents. 
 
    These were our guards: Ryfon, Orem, Rubin and Lothe. The two sun-elf guards and my two warriors were a little worse for wear, but they were as loyal and defiant as ever as they struggled against their guards on their march to the platform. 
 
    My heart sank harder than it would at the sight of any other opponent. 
 
    They want us to fight our own men to the death. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Nineteen 
 
      
 
    ‘Master Jack… Master Mariana…’ 
 
    Rubin looked at me in terror. 
 
    Lothe glared down at the rusty blade in his own hand as if he had just realized he was holding a venomous snake, then threw it to the ground. 
 
    Rubin did the same. 
 
    ‘I will not fight you, Master Jack,’ he insisted, ‘I would never raise my blade to you.’ 
 
    ‘Nor I you,’ I responded firmly. 
 
    The sun-elves’ response differed – while my warriors’ emotions were limited to those of the rage of a battle, the sun-elves calculated their actions before they carried them out. 
 
    But calculation or not, the end result was the same. 
 
    They dropped their weapons. 
 
    Murmurs and shouts of disapproval ran through the crowd. 
 
    ‘What is this heresy?’ Master Tyrelus shouted, getting to his feet. ‘You do not wish to fight one another?’ 
 
    ‘Of course we don’t!’ I yelled out. ‘This is barbaric. I won’t kill my allies. I’ll die before I sink to that level.’ 
 
    The crowd broke out into a hellacious soup of murmurs and yells and angered growls. 
 
    All the while, Tyrelus analyzed us from his raised plateau, the war master deciding what to do next with his battle fodder. 
 
    He knew that he needed to satiate the crowd. I could see it in his eyes. 
 
    Tyrelus raised a single hand to usher silence. The crowd followed it. 
 
    ‘If you do not wish to die by each other’s hands… Well, we will make concessions.’ 
 
    Tyrelus nodded to the four centaur guards at his side. 
 
    In trained unison they raised their bows and aimed. 
 
    Rubin met my eyes. 
 
    No fear. 
 
    ‘It has been an honor, Master Ja-’ 
 
    ‘NO!!!’ 
 
    The word had hardly left my mouth when the four arrows hit their targets. 
 
    In a single dull THWACK, I turned to see Mariana’s sun-elf guards and my warriors take the hit. 
 
    The arrows protruded from their heads, ingrained in temples and frontal lobes like burrowing vermin. 
 
    My heart skipped a beat. 
 
    Lothe, Orem and Ryfon all toppled to the ground. 
 
    One remained. 
 
    The arrow had struck Rubin so specifically that whatever collection of punctured matter inside his head was not enough to drop him instantaneously. 
 
    ‘A strong one!’ Tyrelus roared, his centaur citizens laughing. 
 
    A prickling hot rage crept up my back. 
 
    Rubin tried to process the gravity of his injury. He blinked in confusion as blood trickled down his face from the terrible wound. 
 
    ‘Now I…’ Rubin stammered, blood running over his eyes and down his cheeks like tears. ‘I become the ghost… Of my future…’ 
 
    My loyal warrior dropped to the ground with the others. 
 
    Just like that, all four were dead. 
 
    Rage bubbled in my veins like lava at the sight of their bodies. 
 
    Four good, loyal men. Men with friends and families. 
 
    ‘You son-of-a-bitch!!!’ I yelled at Tyrelus. ‘I’LL FUCKING KILL YOU!!!’ 
 
    Any inhibitions I had were gone. 
 
    I threw my weapon to the ground and made a run towards Tyrelus’s throne. 
 
    Four arrows and a dozen spears were immediately aimed at me. 
 
    Mariana grabbed me before I could go anywhere, pulling me back towards her. 
 
    ‘Jack, don’t!’ 
 
    ‘Save your energy, flying human!’ Tyrelus barked at me. ‘You will need your strength for the fight that awaits you!’ 
 
    ‘We’re not fighting!’ Mariana yelled, spitting upon the ground in disgust. 
 
    The time for abiding by their rules was over. 
 
    I wanted to keep Mariana safe even above myself, but she no longer cared either. 
 
    ‘You will not have a choice about whether to fight or not when your enemies are the kind that do wish you dead,’ Tyrelus smiled with his huge grey teeth. ‘Bring out Ugor!’ 
 
    Mariana turned to me, flexing her fingers. 
 
    I knew what she was suggesting. 
 
    Jack, now’s the time. I can channel the energy. We can take down Tyrelus and the sons of bitches that just slaughtered our men. 
 
    I shook my head at her reluctantly. 
 
    We both knew what that would mean. 
 
    Sure, it would kill the tribe master and take out those around him, too. 
 
    But we would be descended on by a hail of arrows so brutal that there would be nothing left of either of us. 
 
    Still, it would be worth it. I was riddled with fury over the deaths of our men. Hell, I had made the move myself. 
 
    The crowd burst into another enthusiastic chant. 
 
    If Mariana could hold off our enemy, we might stand a chance. 
 
    But as our opponent approached, I didn’t fancy our chances. 
 
    ‘Og rathkar!’ Tyrelus yelled. ‘Behold: Ugor!’ 
 
    ‘Ugor,’ Mariana repeated. ‘Singular. At least it’s just one. Together we can take him down.’ 
 
    The ground began to shake with heaving bangs. 
 
    Something big was coming our way. 
 
    Perhaps she had spoken too soon. 
 
    I looked to the arena entrance as the centaurs stood aside. 
 
    Mariana suddenly grabbed me by the scruff of my shirt and pressed her lips to mine in a passionate kiss. 
 
    If the scent of her, the touch of her, the love of her was the last thing that I felt… I could make my peace. 
 
    We picked up our weapons and turned to the entrance. 
 
    From a huge underground chamber beneath the steps to the arena, a hulking shape emerged. 
 
    The head of the creature alone measured the entire height of my whole body. 
 
    Only as I caught sight of its shoulders, heaving torso and wobbling stomach did I realize that this thing was humanoid in shape. 
 
    Its gigantic body was covered in a patchwork garment that looked as if it had been stitched together just for the purpose of covering it. 
 
    As it rose from the underground chamber, its full form came into view. The huge man stood a touch over nine yards tall, looming down over everyone and everything. 
 
    Half a dozen centaurs led the thing onwards with loosely tied ropes around its wrists and ankles. 
 
    Something told me that they were being careful not to drag this monstrosity too hard. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is that?’ I muttered. 
 
    ‘That’s… A giant,’ Mariana breathed. ‘Oh, gods, we don’t stand a chance.’ 
 
    Ugor staggered forward slowly, each footstep wary and unsure. 
 
    This thing could probably cause more damage than all the centaurs combined if it was let loose. 
 
    But it was too confused and too docile to act of its own accord. 
 
    There was a ferocity awaiting within it, though. I could see it simmering within its curious eyes. 
 
    All it would take was a single slice from someone stupid enough to strike the giant, and he would go berserk. 
 
    And Tyrelus was expecting us to make that first strike. 
 
    The centaurs led the giant up to the arena platform and held him in place. 
 
    We stood in our enemy’s shadow. 
 
    Mariana turned to me and gulped. 
 
    ‘If we can lead him over here and score a hit close enough to bring him down in the right place, we could crush the tribe master and all of his guards.’ 
 
    ‘Without crushing ourselves in the process?’ 
 
    ‘I think we’re past that point now…’ 
 
    ‘I’m with you,’ I nodded assuredly. 
 
    ‘And I with you, master,’ she nodded firmly. 
 
    Tyrelus held his hand up suddenly, the warmonger prepping the crowd. 
 
    ‘Upon the sound of my horn, you shall fight,’ he yelled proudly. 
 
    He inhaled deeply, his barrel chest ready to empty his lungs into the horn. 
 
    This is it. 
 
    I held my rusty sword with a white-knuckle grip. 
 
    SHOOOOOOOO- 
 
    The sound of the horn soared over the land. 
 
    The centaurs cheered – a cheer that quickly faded in confusion. 
 
    Ugor didn’t know what was going on, if he even knew where he was. 
 
    I focused on Tyrelus. 
 
    He wasn’t blowing into the horn, yet its sound was still sweeping all around us. 
 
    Because it wasn’t his horn that was making the noise. 
 
    ‘Where’s that coming from?’ Mariana asked, searching around herself wildly. 
 
    I did the same. Even the crowd joined in the search. 
 
    ‘FOOTSOLDIERS!!!’ A powerful voice yelled from the forest. ‘ON MY COMMAND!!!’ 
 
    I had heard the voice only a handful of times, but I would know it anywhere. 
 
    A voice unmistakable in its tenor and firmness. 
 
    In the forest just a hundred yards off, a force emerged. 
 
    30 of the four-foot tall beings stood together, side by side, ready for battle. 
 
    And at the front, leading them all in their battle formation, was a lone dwarf sat atop an armored war bear. 
 
    So that’s what he meant by his steeds. 
 
    I resisted the urge to scratch my eyes to make sure I wasn’t hallucinating in the oppressive heat of the sun. 
 
    The ninety-strong pairs of eyes that had been fixed on Mariana and I all diverted, looking out to the forest to meet the eyes of their attackers, and the fearless battle-worn master that led them. 
 
    ‘This is Master Thirbali of the Earthforge Dwarves. You heathen bastards are surrounded. Give up your prisoners and surrender your weapons, or by the many knots of my beard you will be fired upon.’ 
 
    You mad son of a bitch. 
 
     The centaurs immediately held their arms at the ready. They looked between Tyrelus and the dwarven forces frantically, waiting for instruction from their master. 
 
    Tyrelus quickly surveyed the threat, then broke into a deep, hearty laugh. 
 
    ‘Dwarven forces numbering little more than two dozen,’ he laughed, and his centaurs joined in. ‘Surrounded? We outnumber your kind three to one – closer to ten-to-one if you consider your stature, dwarf.’ 
 
    Another roar of laughter arose from the centaurs. 
 
    Thirbali and his dwarven warriors remained stone-faced. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Tyrelus continued, ‘what result do you expect when fighting us alone?’ 
 
    ‘The dwarf is not alone.’ 
 
    A new voice joined the mix from the nearby forest, just a short distance from where the dwarves had emerged. 
 
    Three ranks of armored sun-elves walked from the forest, numbering close to a hundred in total. 
 
    ‘My kind,’ Mariana whispered, a lone tear trickling down her cheek as she smiled in disbelief. 
 
    ‘This is Eldrix Windsheath,’ a leading sun-elf called out. ‘Acting leader of the sun-elves of Morelia. Surrender our master immediately or face the full might of our forces.’ 
 
    The centaurs were beginning to stir uncomfortably now. 
 
    No longer did they see the dwarves as a lone force to be reckoned with. 
 
    They were now a very, very real threat. 
 
    ‘What is this insanity?’ Tyrelus bellowed in disbelief. ‘Elves joining forces with dwarves?!’ 
 
    ‘If you think that this is madness,’ another voice called, ‘wait till you get a load of us.’ 
 
    I would know that confident tone anywhere. 
 
    To the north, a third and final group entered the land. 
 
    My people. 
 
    My wives entered the fray, every one of them armed to the teeth. Flashes of blue illuminated their weapons as they led the satyrs and the fox-people forward, as well as a collective of freed people from our new land. 
 
    Right at their side Tobias emerged, leading his group, the first man in and the one putting himself at risk before his people. 
 
    ‘This is Tobias Indrixu of the Bakz-rako.’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne Hawthorne of the Orakin Tribe. And it is only madness when our beliefs do not align. Ours do - you have our master in your captivity. He is to be released now.’ 
 
    ‘And you have ours,’ Eldrix called out. ‘So lay down your weapons, and we shall be merciful in our judgement.’ 
 
    Chills coursed up my arms in elation, no matter how hot it was. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    I had laid down my lives for my people more times than I could count. 
 
    And now they were all willing to lay down theirs for me. 
 
    ‘Impossible…’ Tyrelus growled in rage and disbelief. ‘Foreign forces fighting together…’ 
 
    I begged mentally for the instruction from my battalions to be followed. 
 
    Surrender. 
 
    But deep down, in the truest form of myself, I knew that there was no way that was happening. 
 
    Tobias and his warriors were beings of honor. 
 
    So were the dwarves. 
 
    And so were the sun-elves. 
 
    But so was Tyrelus, in his own way – the honor of battle took precedence over all else. He had made that clear. 
 
    The promise of battle hung on the air like a knife on a razor’s edge. 
 
    All it took was someone to take the first shot. 
 
    And it struck the last person I expected. 
 
    The centaurs holding the giant by his ropes had lapsed in their concentration. 
 
    That, coupled with the hundreds of my allies that now crowded the forest, created one hell of a poisonous cocktail. 
 
    The giant felt intimidated, and his ropes were loose. 
 
    Then the best and worst possible thing that could happen did. 
 
    SQUELCH. 
 
    Something struck Ugor. I had no idea which direction the projectile had flown from. It was as likely to come from my allies as it was my enemies in the confusion. 
 
    But either way, it only meant one thing for the big guy. 
 
    ‘RAAAARRRGGHHH!!!’ 
 
    The giant pulled madly at the ropes. The half-dozen centaurs leading him clung on desperately, but he was too pissed off to put up with any more of their bullshit. 
 
    Poke the dragon, and you unleash a nine-yard tall nutjob who only knows how to communicate with his fists. 
 
    The clinging centaurs quickly became nothing more than yo-yos with knotted strings to Ugor the Giant. 
 
    He wrapped his humongous hands around the ropes and lifted all six from the ground with only his clenched fists. 
 
    ‘YAARGHHH!!!’ 
 
    The giant spun the centaurs in circles with both hands. 
 
    In a swift series of movements, he slammed all six down into the ground. 
 
    The bombardment of the cracking of hundreds of bones made me wince. 
 
    BANG-BANG-BANG. 
 
    Over and over the giant slammed the mangled corpses of his captors into the ground before swinging around like an Olympic hammer thrower and hurling them into the forest. 
 
    ‘Ho-ly shit,’ I muttered, watching the bizarre sight of the centaur bodies arc hundreds of yards through the sky and out of sight in the nearby forest. 
 
    A confused silence fell across the land as every soul in sight watched Ugor the Giant for his next move. 
 
    He panted madly, buckets of rage still brimming within him. 
 
    The giant looked between his audience with a contorted, angry face, panting heavily as he decided who to attack next. 
 
    Evidently he decided to opt for the beings that looked just like his captors, because the next thing we knew he started swiping madly at them like a chef swatting flies. 
 
    In the confusion the centaurs scattered, equipping their bows and spears, and galloping in every direction. 
 
    ‘CHARGE!!!’ 
 
    Kalungri’s voice bellowed the order, and a war cry exploded from every section of the trees. 
 
    Mariana and I could only press our backs to each other as madness like never before erupted all around us. 
 
     
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty 
 
      
 
    The centaurs quickly scattered into unequal groups, rip-roaring in every direction to meet the threat that my allies posed. 
 
    My allies, fearless as ever, charged onto the land towards our assailants – the dwarves, the freed slaves, the warriors, the sun-elves, and my faithful companions from my main land. 
 
    Towering above them all and stampeding amongst the madness was Ugor the Giant. 
 
    He wasn’t on anybody’s side – all he cared about was swatting anything that got in his madcap path like a fly. 
 
    And amongst all of it, unarmed and undefended, were Mariana and I. 
 
    Tyrelus leaped down from his throne with his four gigantic guards and galloped into battle with them, wielding a huge spear that could cut any one of us in half with a single strike. 
 
    His movement down from his podium caused so much of a ruckus that the trinkets he had collected went flying. 
 
    And with them went the most important of all. 
 
    The thick scabbard clanged to the arena floor, the sword within slipping out a few inches. 
 
    A brilliant blue glow emanated from within. 
 
    ‘Come on!’ 
 
    The centaurs evidently hadn’t realized that Mariana and I were the very captors that my allies were seeking. 
 
    The fact that there were other slaves down in the cells right now had probably saved us from being used as bargaining chips. 
 
    In the centaurs’ minds Thirbali could have been referring to anyone, and now we were the last things on their collective mind. 
 
    Mariana stayed right behind me as I rushed across the platform towards my sword. 
 
    Centaurs were leaping onto the arena platform and sprinting with ferocious war cries, wielding their bows and spears as they raced in all directions to reach my allies. 
 
    I and my companion were nothing but ants to be smeared on their hooves. 
 
    We rushed through the stampede, dodging each of the charging centaurs that raced past us. 
 
    Too many were coming from too many directions. 
 
    I pressed my back to Mariana’s and moved closer to the sword, edging our way through the chaos. 
 
    ‘Woah!’ 
 
    Out of nowhere a spear-wielding centaur leaped in our direction. 
 
    I spun and grabbed Mariana, pulling us both to the ground where we landed on our fronts. 
 
    We crawled madly for a few yards. 
 
    I yearned out towards the handle, shifting briefly away from Mariana and finally taking hold of it. 
 
    I ripped my weapon from its sheath and pushed to my feet. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    I spun around to see a gigantic beast of a centaur sprinting straight at us. 
 
    With a vicious war cry I spun and slammed the blade straight into our attacker. 
 
    ‘AGH--!’ 
 
    His scream vanished as his body instantly disintegrated into blue dust and puffed into the air all around us. 
 
    ‘It’s good to have you back,’ I panted, admiring the blue glow of the blade as it whirred with energy. 
 
    ‘I need a weapon!’ 
 
    ‘Here!’ 
 
    I leaped up to Tyrelus’s throne and snatched up a huge spear, then threw it down to her. 
 
    Mariana caught it expertly in one hand and spun it around, quickly adjusting to its weight and balance. 
 
    ‘On second thought,’ I muttered to myself, grabbing as many of the weapons as I could and throwing them onto the arena floor. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Put them in your inventory, we’re going to need them!’ 
 
    Mariana hoarded every weapon that she could without question, keeping hold of the spear I had thrown her for the fight ahead. 
 
    ‘You still got the hang of the agrarium energy?’ 
 
    ‘I can handle it,’ Mariana said confidently, readying her weapon and taking on a battle stance before turning to me with a smile, her windswept hair whipping around her golden face. ‘Let’s go.’ 
 
    We sprinted across the arena platform with our weapons at the ready. Most of the centaurs had departed the crowd area, but some were still leaping onto the arena floor to take a shortcut. 
 
    And two had set their sights on us. 
 
    They galloped in an off-file sprint, the first readying an arrow in his bow and the other off-centre right behind, raising his spear. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    The arrow came right at me. 
 
    I held my sword before me, the arrow changing direction as it reached me and ricocheting off the sword. 
 
    The centaur had intended for his shot to hit, and to run me down right after. 
 
    Looks like that didn’t go to plan, did it? 
 
    He tried to slow his gallop but he was going too fast to stop, and it was too late to fire another arrow. 
 
    I cleaved the sword through his body in a perfectly-timed slash, turning him to dust. 
 
    The second was coming up right behind.  
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Down, down!’ 
 
    I dropped to my stomach fast and turned to see Mariana right behind me launching her spear. 
 
    It cut through the air right over me with ferocious intensity. For a fraction of a second I caught sight of the swirling jolts of blue lightning spinning around it - right before it slammed into the centaur’s neck, sending him flailing to the side and smashing into the ground as he gasped helplessly. 
 
    Put a spear in the hands of somebody who’s been training with the weapon her entire life? Great. 
 
    Grant her supercharged abilities that turn the spear into a big-ass bullet? Unstoppable. 
 
    I leaped to my feet and rushed to the centaur, twisting the spear into its neck and finishing the job before yanking it free and throwing it back to Mariana. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    Talia, Elera and Ariadne rushed up to me out of nowhere, their weapons raised and at the ready. 
 
    ‘Thank the gods you’re alive!’ Talia exclaimed, jumping me for a hug before spinning away. ‘After you were gone for so long we had to make contact with the other lands. When they found out you were both missing there wasn’t a soul among our people that didn’t wish to raise a weapon and march this way.’ 
 
    I didn’t have any words for their loyalty. All I could do was smile. 
 
    ‘Where’s Lara and Santana?’ I asked frantically, shaking my head back into the moment. 
 
    ‘They’ve taken ranged vantage points in the forest along with a handful of warriors.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Find Tobias and Thirbali – tell them to keep shields up and as much firepower as they can throw. The centaurs are skilled archers. All it takes is a hit and any one us could go down.’ 
 
    ‘Tobias and the sun-elves have possession of the catapults,’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘Did you bring the last of the explosives?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘Get a horse and get them dispersed. The centaurs are moving in herds. We can take them down as groups but only if you’ve got a clear shot. By no means do we risk friendly fire. Go!’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘There are prisoners being held in the cells, we’ve got to get them out before the centaurs start taking them as shields.’ 
 
    My wives nodded, waiting for an opening in the bedlam before taking off. 
 
    A pair of centaurs caught sight of them and changed path, rushing straight at them with bows raised. 
 
    ‘No you DON’T!’ 
 
    The yell of defiance came from Elera. She cast her arms up and formed a wall of ice that promptly stopped the well-aimed arrows in their tracks. 
 
    Talia leaped atop the wall and threw herself through the air as the centaurs reloaded. 
 
    Her claws drawn, she slammed her bladed hands into the attacker’s necks before they even saw her coming, rapidly drawing them free before rolling to the ground and spinning around in a crouched battle stance. 
 
    Ariadne hurried to her side, finishing both off with a quick succession of swipes from her twin blades. 
 
    ‘Good gods…’ Mariana muttered. ‘Very nicely done.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me. Come on!’ 
 
    We made a beeline straight for the underground prison cells, the rumbling of the ground growing more intense as we approached. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods… Jack?!’ 
 
    Ugor had been on his own private warpath this entire time, chasing after whatever seemed like the most interesting thing to squash without a single shit given as to what laid in his path. 
 
    And lo and behold, thanks to the bright blue glow of moonstalker, he was coming straight for me. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ I muttered, sheathing my weapon. ‘Run!’ 
 
    I could take down Ugor with moonstalker, but I didn’t know if it was possible to secure a strike without being trampled first. 
 
    We broke into a sprint towards the cells to move out of sight while I sheathed the sword, but it was fruitless. 
 
    Ugor wanted his dinner and he had already fixed his sights on the source of the glimmering shine. 
 
    ‘Go!’ I yelled to Mariana, skidding to a halt and turning to face my opponent. 
 
    She tore off towards the cells as Ugor closed in on me. 
 
    I drew my weapon once more. 
 
    Just a few more steps… 
 
    ‘HYAH!’ 
 
    A horse suddenly whipped by me at a remarkable speed, with two figures clinging to its back. 
 
    I couldn’t believe my eyes. 
 
    Santana was riding her horse, loaded crossbow in one hand and reins in the other, while Cass stood on the back of the horse waving her arms and spinning acrobatically. 
 
    ‘Do what you need to do, Jack!’ Cass shouted. ‘We’ll take care of this guy!’ 
 
    Santana steered her horse in circles around the giant, enticing him with every lap. 
 
    Mud flew up in clods and flecks from the sharpness of the course, but Santana kept expert control the entire time. 
 
    ‘Come on, you big bastard!’ Cass yelled. ‘Follow the dancing lady!’ 
 
    Ugor lost interest in me immediately. 
 
    His path veered towards Cass as she posed acrobatically on the back of the horse, the jolts of the horse doing nothing to throw her off balance. 
 
    ‘HYAH!’ 
 
    Santana leaned forward atop her horse, her red hair whipping up behind her as she forced her steed into a breakneck gallop away from us. 
 
    There was no time to admire the sheer audacity of their bravery. 
 
    We had prisoners to free. 
 
    I rushed down the ramp into the cells to meet Mariana. 
 
    ‘I’ll get the cells open, you give them the weapons.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s what they were for,’ she said, pulling up her inventory window. ‘Good thinking.’ 
 
    I started left, swinging my sword like a clock hand before taking it in two hands and swiping through the bars of every cell as I ran the corridor. 
 
    As I rushed along, slicing open cell after cell to looks of wonder and hope on the faces of the prisoners, I counted at least 40 beings of all creeds and races that whipped by in a blur. 
 
    Some were weakened by the time they had spent down here, but others were battle-ready and prepared to fight. 
 
    ‘Out!’ I called as they emerged from their cells. ‘We’re getting out of here. Take a weapon and go. It’s chaos out there, but we need as many warriors as we can get. Die down here or have a chance at life up there.’ 
 
    Looks of confusion didn’t last for long. 
 
    The prisoners didn’t need telling twice. 
 
    Each and every one of them took a weapon and rushed up the ramp into the heat of battle. 
 
    A warring legion all their own. 
 
    ‘Is that all of them?’ I called back to Mariana, quickly sweeping the place so that we could return to the battle. 
 
    ‘All but one,’ she called from the entrance to the final cell. 
 
    I rushed back to join her and looked into the darkness of the cell in question. 
 
    The bars were broken and destroyed, but a figure still awaited within. 
 
    The fae. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know who you are,’ I called into the dark, ‘but you’ve got to get out of here. There’s no more time to wait around.’ 
 
    The fae’s large purple eyes lit up, clashing with moonstalker’s blue light. She emerged from the dark silently. 
 
    No more whispering. 
 
    Slowly she crept towards me with graceful footsteps and approached the broken bars. 
 
    Mariana and I both stepped back to give her room. 
 
    There was an importance to her movements, a gravitas that I couldn’t put my finger on that made me feel the need to move from her path. 
 
    The fae stepped out from the cell and focused on me, stepping right up to me. 
 
    I needed to get back out there, but her hypnotic eyes stopped me from going anywhere. 
 
    She raised a gentle hand to my face and ran her soft fingers over the stubble on my cheek. 
 
    She smiled warmly at me. It was a smile I had only seen cross the faces of my wives before when they looked at me, one that made me feel like I was the only person in the entire  
 
    world that mattered. 
 
    She suddenly drew her hand away and turned, walking purposefully up the ramp to the surface and not turning back. 
 
    Walking into a battle of all things. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ I asked Mariana. 
 
    ‘Fae,’ Mariana shrugged simply. ‘Who knows? Wait, your cheek.’ 
 
    I brought a hand to where she had touched and felt a warm glow. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘She’s marked you. There’s a fading purple symbol…’ 
 
    Even if there was a mirror in sight I didn’t have time to dwell on what it meant. 
 
    ‘I wonder why she’s walking,’ Mariana said. ‘She’s going to get herself killed at that pace.’ 
 
    ‘It’s her call if she wants to walk into battle unarmed. I can’t carry her out of here.’ 
 
    Mariana nodded in agreement. 
 
    We rushed back up the ramp and returned to the battle. 
 
    It had taken less than five minutes to get down into the prisons, free the prisoners and get back out, but in that time the chaos on the battlefield had only served to worsen. 
 
    The forces of my allies – the dwarves, the sun-elves, the warriors, the freed people and my closest companions from my own land – were all intermingled and facing off with the centaur forces. 
 
    The centaurs ranged attacks should have been working to their advantage, but my people knew their defensive tactics, especially after the battle with the dark-elves. 
 
    Shields were firmly at the ready in their hands, taking arrow after arrow. 
 
    The centaurs relied on their speed and ranged accuracy, but beyond their sharp-movement speed they couldn’t defend themselves. 
 
    Their stampeding was another story. 
 
     The chaos of the battle had split up their groups, but when they came together and rushed one of our allies- 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    A warrior and a sun-elf fighting side by side were wiped out just thirty yards from where we stood by a trio of centaurs. 
 
    My blood boiled at the sight of my allies being cut down like dogs. 
 
    ‘Jack, look!’ 
 
    I searched in Mariana’s direction to see the arena and Tyrelus’s throne, abandoned except for a lone figure. 
 
    The fae. She was still here, rummaging through the pile of weapons where I had acquired my sword. 
 
    What the hell is she doing? 
 
    Suddenly she reached for what looked like a small stick. The fae held it up in the sunlight and admired it. 
 
    Then, like she was taking an evening stroll, she hopped down from the arena platform and began casually walking across the battlefield towards the forest without another look my way.  
 
    I didn’t have time to dwell on her bizarre nature. 
 
    ‘JACK!!!’ 
 
    I snapped my head around to see the source of the shout, immediately recognizing Ariadne’s voice. 
 
    Ariadne and Talia were back-to-back, surrounded by half a dozen centaurs. 
 
    ‘NOOOOO!!!’ 
 
    I broke into a sprint, ready to drive moonstalker through the heart of every single one of the enemies closing in on them. 
 
    Their agrarium powers would allow some devastating hits, but all it would take was a well-aimed shot from one of the centaurs… 
 
    I wasn’t going to make it. 
 
    A sudden high whistling rang out, drawing the attention of the centaurs circling my wives. 
 
    It was the fae. 
 
    She was walking straight at them, redirecting her path away from the forest. She was still wearing the mass of cloaks, a wide-eyed woman that looked like the most defenseless thing in the world. 
 
    The centaurs couldn’t resist. 
 
    They turned their attention away from Ariadne and Talia and broke into a stampede, racing each other to see who could trample the lone, defenseless fae first. 
 
    The fae stopped in her tracks as they closed in on her. 
 
    I wanted to run, but I knew I wouldn’t make it. 
 
    ‘What is she doing?’ Mariana asked. ‘She’s going to get herself killed!’ 
 
    The centaurs cleared the distance in seconds. 
 
    Ten yards, then five, then- 
 
    SLAM. 
 
    The fae’s mouth moved, uttering inaudible words as she held the stick in her hand flat towards the stampeding herd. 
 
    It wasn’t a stick, though. 
 
    It was a wand. 
 
    All six of the centaurs slammed into an invisible wall before the fae at breakneck speed – literally. 
 
    Heads and bodies contorted and broke as bones shattered and crunched terribly. 
 
    The bodies piled up in a heap; once the fae was sure that they were motionless, she dropped the wall and bent over, gasping for air. 
 
    She had strained herself doing what she had done, but it didn’t take long for her to regain her footing. 
 
    She turned to me once more with an ambiguous, expressionless look, then walked determinedly towards the forest and disappeared out of sight. 
 
    I didn’t have time to wonder what the hell had just happened. 
 
    The battle was still raging, and I had to save my people. 
 
    While our forces fought the remaining centaurs, Cass and Santana were still leading Ugor on a merry chase across the battlefield, directing him toward the centaur forces with the only route that would work – total and complete randomness. 
 
     But the giant was beginning to stagger. He had taken countless spears and arrows to his enormous form, and he couldn’t keep going forever. 
 
    It was just a question of where he ended up landing. 
 
    Maybe I can do something about that. 
 
    But I would need help. 
 
    After a quick scan of the scattered battlefield, I found Tobias. 
 
    He was fighting viciously alongside half a dozen of his warriors, his face splattered with blood as the group shielded against a trio of centaurs firing arrows and spears at them. 
 
    ‘SURROUND! SURROUND!’ 
 
    The warriors acted at his immediate command, enclosing the centaurs in a circle and moving in with shields before slashing out and cutting them down. 
 
    ‘Join your soldiers,’ I said to Mariana. ‘I’ve got a plan.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘Probably something stupid.’ 
 
    She kissed me hard and took off, sprinting towards a cluster of her men who were parrying against spear-wielding centaurs. 
 
    ‘Master Jack! You’re alive!’ 
 
    Alorion’s familiar voice came out of nowhere. He was riding atop a horse – my horse. 
 
    He practically threw himself from Arabelle’s back and hugged me like a dog that hadn’t seen its owner for weeks. 
 
    ‘Gods, I’m so happy! I hope you didn’t mind me taking your horse – I thought you might need it.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve saved me one hell of a job,’ I laughed in disbelief. ‘I need a favor.’ 
 
    ‘Anything!’ 
 
    ‘Hitch a ride with Santana and Cass and bring the giant around to us on my command.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘And do you know where Elera is?’ 
 
    ‘Helping the warriors over there.’ 
 
    ‘Perfect. Head out!’ 
 
    Alorion nodded obediently and took off. 
 
    I hopped aboard Arabelle and raced towards the battlefield among the trees were Tobias and his men were taking on the centaurs. 
 
    ‘Tobias!’ 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    ‘INCOMING!’ 
 
    I looked to the sky at the call of one of the warriors. A hail of arrows were coming straight at us, and the warriors shields were destroyed. 
 
    Still on horseback, I maneuvered messily and pulled Tobias behind a tree as the rest of his men did the same. 
 
    ‘Master Jack!’ He laughed, his face matted with blood and cuts like a madman. ‘Gods, is it good to see that you’re alive.’ 
 
    ‘You too, friend!’ I said, dismounting Arabelle. ‘I’ve got a plan.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s get it done.’ 
 
    ‘It’s going to be dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘Do you know who I am?’ He laughed. ‘I would be ashamed if I was not in danger.’ 
 
    You couldn’t buy loyalty like this. 
 
    ‘Have you got a decent set of armor in your inventory?’ 
 
    ‘Plate armor, yes, but it’s only good for protection in a duel. Far too heavy for a battle like this where moving quickly is paramount to staying alive!’ 
 
    ‘Man after my own heart, but I’m going to need you to don it for our plan.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘You’re the tank.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘A walking arrow sponge, to put it lightly. I need to get as many centaurs in one place as I can. If this works we’ll take down a dozen of them in one run.’ 
 
    ‘And if it doesn’t work?’ 
 
    ‘We’re both warriors,’ I said, ducking out to examine the battlefield before returning to him. ‘The same thing that always happens when a plan goes wrong during a battle.’ 
 
    Tobias chuckled madly and clapped his hand against mine in a firm grip of comradery. 
 
    ‘I’m with you, tribe master!’ 
 
    ‘Good man. Gear up and go pull their fire.’ 
 
    I rushed across the patch of trees, keeping my head low and joining the tree where Elera was firing bolts of frost magic from. 
 
    ‘Elera, I need your powers.’ 
 
    ‘To do what?’ 
 
    ‘To freeze up the feet of the giant.’ 
 
    ‘But how are we going to get that close?’ 
 
    ‘You’re just going to have to trust me. Get to that far tree and wait for my signal.’ 
 
    My nymph tore off to the spot and waited at the ready just as Tobias finished equipping his bulky plate armor and moved into the battle with four of his men. 
 
    The group distracted the attention of a whole squad of centaurs, but it was Tobias who they focused their attention on. 
 
    Never mind playing the role of tank, he looked like a freaking tank. The armor was so heavy that he could barely walk. 
 
    But it didn’t make a difference – no matter how many arrows were coming down on upon him, his plate armor was taking every hit without so much as a dent. 
 
    ‘Deal with this, you savage bastards!’ 
 
    Tobias drew the heaviest crossbow I had ever seen from over his shoulder and began firing wildly at the centaurs as they flocked closer and closer to him. 
 
    I had fought alongside him before, and was reminded once more now exactly why he was the leader of the Bakz-rako. 
 
    ‘Fly, men!’ 
 
    His loyal warriors dispersed from the heavy fire of the centaurs, leaving him alone to take on the mass of hybrid monsters that swarmed him like bees. 
 
    In a perfect world I could have left him to take them all down one by one, but they were closing in fast. 
 
    All it would take was a swipe from a spear to knock him over, and they would rip his armor off and skewer him to death. 
 
    Tobias cast the crossbow aside and drew a huge war axe from over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘Have at it!’ He yelled. 
 
    Then, right on time, my backup arrived. 
 
    ‘AGHHH!!!’ 
 
    ‘AGHHH!!!’ 
 
    ‘AGHHH!!!’ 
 
    Three high-pitched screams went out in unison from the horse’s back as Ugor closed in on Santana, Cass and Alorion, her horse galloping faster than ever. 
 
    My imp’s scream was by far the highest pitch out of all of them. 
 
    ‘Now, Elera!’ 
 
    Elera summoned her magic. Blue sparks whipped around her arms as it arose from within, and suddenly it rocked to the surface. 
 
    A beam of frost magic flew towards Ugor’s feet, freezing them solid in a gigantic block of ice. 
 
    He groaned out in rage and tried to shift keep moving, but he had been caught off guard too quickly for him to recover. 
 
    And at the speed he was going, he was coming down. 
 
    Santana, Cass and Alorion raced out of danger. 
 
    But Tobias and the centaurs he was fending off were right in the giant’s path. 
 
    ‘TOBIAS!’ 
 
    I whipped Arabelle’s reins and she broke into the hardest sprint she had ever pulled off, leaving behind the safety of the trees as we rushed onto the battlefield. 
 
    Arrows whipped by me. I pulled moonstalker from its sheath and raised it before me, offering a little protection against the whizzing bullets. 
 
    Ugor suddenly fell like a trapdoor on a hinge. 
 
    His terrifying form blocked out the sun and cast a shadow so long it stretched to the forest’s edge. 
 
    But I wasn’t getting out of his path. 
 
    My insane plan was still in the making. 
 
    ‘HYAH!’ 
 
    Arabelle hardly needed any prompting from me; my horse was too horrified by the darkness that was engulfing us from the falling giant coming our way. 
 
    The centaurs were coming up right behind us, gaining ground, snapping at our heels. 
 
    I wanted them to. 
 
    Yells of terror exploded behind me. 
 
    For a split second I pulled my hands free from Arabelle’s reins, one hand on my sword and the other reaching for Tobias’s hand. 
 
    I grabbed hold of Tobias’s arm and hurled him up with all of my strength onto the horse’s back where he landed with a grunt. 
 
    Ugor’s gigantic body suddenly slammed down atop the dozen centaurs in pursuit. A terrible symphony of cracking and squashing sounded as they were crushed beneath his overwhelming weight. 
 
    Arabelle tapered left sharply just as his head slammed into the ground, missing the three of us by mere feet. 
 
    Ugor ceased moving completely, the mad giant going taking all of the centaurs with him in his fall. 
 
    I hopped off my horse and helped Tobias down. 
 
    ‘That was madness!’ Tobias laughed, placing his huge war axe in its holster and turning to me. ‘You’re a madman!’ 
 
    ‘Only way I know how to stay alive,’ I replied, patting Arabelle on the side. ‘She’s the most fearless horse I’ve ever… Oh, no…’ 
 
    Arabelle’s coat was matted with blood. Three arrows were wedged deep into her side. 
 
    No… 
 
    ‘Go,’ I said to Tobias, ‘finish off the rest of them. We’ve got this battle won.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ 
 
    ‘To kill the tribe master. I doubt that he’s got a bottled demon inside his treehouse, but I’m not risking the chance that he’s got another secret weapon hidden away.’ 
 
    Tobias nodded loyally to me and took off towards the battlefield. 
 
    I pressed my head to Arabelle’s side. The wounds were bad. She could go on no longer. 
 
    I led my horse into the forest, where she shifted to her knees and whinnied lightly in pain. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ I said, patting her on the side. ‘You did good… I’ll come back for you, I promise.’ 
 
    Arabelle laid down on her side on the forest floor. 
 
    I returned to the battlefield and scanned the scene. 
 
    We had lost good warriors, but our forces now outnumbered the centaurs two-to-one. 
 
    We were going to win this. 
 
    All I had to do was find Tyrelus. 
 
    I climbed atop Ugor’s body to gain a vantage point over the scattered battlefield. 
 
    The centaur tribe master was the largest and wouldn’t be too difficult to find. 
 
    Finally I spotted his hulking figure in the last place that I expected. 
 
    He was moving among the orchard that I had first seen while being escorted to the centaur arena. 
 
    What the hell is he doing? 
 
    The question lurked, but I no longer cared. 
 
    There would be no more conversations now, no negotiations or philosophical discussions. 
 
    Time to die. 
 
    My allies could manage the remaining centaurs. 
 
    All of my focus was upon Tyrelus. 
 
    He had killed my men, and I was going to take his god-damned head. 
 
    I rushed across the battlefield with moonstalker in my grasp, my boots slamming into the ground and my body matted with blood and dirt, but my mind set on my enemy. 
 
    I took a beeline, but every skirmish that crossed my path I quickly ended with a ferocious swipe of my sword disintegrating our stray enemies to dust. 
 
    They were floundering, their numbers dropping. 
 
    And Tyrelus had retreated to a freaking fruit field. 
 
    The stony-faced tribe master suddenly didn’t seem so strong. 
 
    I arrived at the edge of the orchard and locked eyes with him. A strange scent hung on the air that I couldn’t put my finger on. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck out here,’ I panted madly. ‘Face your fate like you deserve.’ 
 
    ‘This is not my fate, human,’ he smiled. ‘The watcher promised to smile upon me, and he has rewarded my loyalty. You dare to follow me to my prize? I pity you.’ 
 
    Tyrelus pulled up his inventory in a sharp series of movements, swiftly retrieving a torch. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I scowled. 
 
    ‘He who disobeys the watcher perishes in fire, but he who bows down will control the flame.’ 
 
    Tyrelus’s stern face remained fixed as he activated the torch and cast it to the ground. 
 
    The orchard went up in flames in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Suddenly I knew what the scent was. 
 
    Lantern oil. 
 
    But this wasn’t a diversion tactic. Tyrelus wasn’t placing a field of fire between me and him as a means of diversion or escape. 
 
    He stayed exactly where he was, glaring at me, as his body was consumed completely by fire. 
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-One 
 
      
 
    Flames crawled across the ground, snaking their way up the trunks of the orchard’s luscious fruit trees. The scent of burned sugar and bark filled the air. 
 
    Tyrelus stood among the fire glaring back at me. His stony face hardly shifted as the flames engulfed his huge stature. 
 
    His body turned ashen, then black, and then- 
 
    ‘AAAAGHHH!!!’ 
 
    No matter just how hardcore this centaur tribe master was, the pain of the fire was too much to handle. 
 
    I staggered back in terror at the awful sight before me. 
 
    I didn’t believe what I was seeing. 
 
    The battlefield behind me was a cakewalk compared to the horror of the centaur that had just immolated himself right before my eyes. 
 
    Tyrelus screamed and thrashed, but still remained exactly where he was. 
 
    I could only imagine that this was some bizarre last resort, the captain going down with his ship. 
 
    Even if they were isolated, Tyrelus would know just how rare the fruit was that grew in this orchard. 
 
    It was a final denial that I had seen before, long ago. 
 
    You may have taken my land, but you won’t take its bounties. 
 
    Smoke filled the air. I retreated and covered my mouth. 
 
    I’m done here. All that’s left is to help my allies finish off the rest. 
 
    I turned to go. 
 
    Only a few steps passed when a deep, gurgling laugh sounded behind me among the raging flames. 
 
    A primal fear crawled up my spine. 
 
    The heat dampened and fell too quickly. 
 
    I turned slowly and looked back to the burning orchard. 
 
    The fire had receded from the trees, leaving only blackened and smoldering trunks scattered with ashes and failing embers. 
 
    And at the center of it all, Tyrelus was still standing. 
 
    His body was a blackened, charred shadow of what it had once been. His body had taken on the texture of a volcano’s inner walls, as if lava was begging to be released from his innards. 
 
    He had become a monster of living molten rock. 
 
    How… How is this possible? 
 
    ‘What the hell are you?!’ I called out, turning to face him and raising my weapon. 
 
    ‘He who bows down will control the flame,’ Tyrelus repeated slowly, ‘and he who disobeys the watcher PERISHES IN FI-I-I-RE!!!’ 
 
    Tyrelus roared, and from his mouth a gigantic beam of fire poured towards me. 
 
    I dived from its path into the grass, my torn clothes scattering with embers. I rolled over several times to put them and jumped to my feet, backing up with moonstalker clutched in my grasp. 
 
    ‘You see what the watcher gifts those who sacrifice their bounties to him?’ Tyrelus laughed deeply. ‘He gives them the means to defend what is theirs!’ 
 
    This wasn’t some bottled demon from the underworld. 
 
    This had happened right before my eyes. 
 
    And I had little doubt that it was linked to the kind of dark magic that had been used to bring up the undead. 
 
    ‘Fire?’ I called out. ‘That’s the way you want to play it? All of your citizens fight with their hooves and their spears and arrows, but you can’t do it without that, can you? I knew you were weak the moment I saw you.’ 
 
    I was trying to goad him into attacking me without his magic, and damn did it work. 
 
    Tyrelus’s teeth gritted in anger. 
 
    He suddenly broke into a hard stampede towards me. 
 
    I held moonstalker at the ready. 
 
    All I have to do is score one hit. 
 
    Tyrelus yelled out, his rocky form burning with embers as he bounded towards me. 
 
    He was upon me like a devil at the gates. 
 
    Now. 
 
    I dropped fast and rolled to the side with just yards to spare, dodging his path and cleaving my blade in a wide arc. 
 
    My sword swiped clean through one of Tyrelus’s legs. 
 
    My foe yelled out in pain. 
 
    I fell to the side with the force of the swipe and turned just in time to see me enemy. 
 
    He was still here. 
 
    The centaur tribe master staggered to his knees awkwardly, his body flailing away from me as his severed leg sent him crashing to the ground. 
 
    The leg immediately burnt to a crisp and fell to ashes. 
 
    I looked to Tyrelus. He groaned in pain – and then, before my eyes, with a cluster of fiery embers, his leg promptly regrew. 
 
    What the fuck? 
 
    Tyrelus grunted and pushed to his feet, turning once again to face me. 
 
    ‘He who bows will control the flame,’ he repeated with an arrogant smile. ‘Perhaps you think you can destroy me like any other living being,’ Tyrelus mocked. ‘Unfortunately for you I am no wandering vermin that you can simply sweep away!’ 
 
    Tyrelus slammed down a fist into the ground and rushed towards me again. 
 
    I had no time deliver a responding hit. 
 
    I dived through the air, dodging my foe’s attack and jumping back to my feet. 
 
    My allies were still caught in the heat of battle. 
 
    I was on my own. 
 
    Tyrelus steadied his gallop and turned in a wide arc, ready to face me again. 
 
    How the hell do I defeat this guy? 
 
    If I can take his head I’m pretty damn confident that he won’t be able to grow that back. 
 
    But there’s no way that I can get close enough to do that without him burning me to cinders. 
 
    I looked past Tyrelus, beyond the burning patch of fruit trees and into the forest. 
 
    Even if he set the forest on fire, it was my only chance. 
 
    I ran. 
 
    A surge of heat pursued me as I raced through the grass. 
 
    I glanced over my shoulder to see Tyrelus launching another channel of fire straight after me. 
 
    He remained stationary, buying me a little time. 
 
    As soon as the fire magic stopped, he sprinted straight after me. 
 
    I hit the tree line and bounded into the dense forest as quickly as I could. 
 
    ‘Time to die, flying man!’ 
 
    All that existed to me was the path ahead as I dodged past trunks and leaped over collapsed logs. 
 
    I can’t hide down here, it’s too risky. 
 
    I searched about myself. Overhead a flock of birds burst from the high reaches of a tree and took off into the sky. 
 
    That’s it. 
 
    My plan could kill me, but judging by my current odds, I was more than happy to take it. 
 
    Tyrelus smashed his fiery stone fists into trunks, cracking and splintering bark savagely as he pursued me. 
 
    ‘Where are you?!’ 
 
    He searched madly about the forest floor, approaching me yard by yard until he was exactly where I should have been. 
 
    And exactly where I wanted him. 
 
    From the branches of a tree that I had clambered into, I surveyed my foe from above. 
 
    The time was now. 
 
    Wait… Wait… Wait… 
 
    I must be out of my mind… 
 
    Now. 
 
    I leaped from the branch, plummeting towards Tyrelus. 
 
    At the last moment he turned to look up at me. 
 
    His eyes narrows and he snarled, his mouth widening as another surge of fire appeared in his throat. 
 
    I screamed out, slamming the sword down with all the might I could muster. 
 
    My blade collided with his head, slicing through its center and through to his body in a horrible series of cracks and crunches. 
 
    I lost my grip on the handle with the force of my fall. 
 
    Air whipped at my face as I flew forwards with the force of the hit, landing on my back in the shrubbery of the forest several yards away. 
 
    The wind knocked out of me, I pushed to my knees and turned to face my foe once more. 
 
    Moonstalker was sticking out of Tyrelus’s body in the center, the handle upturned. 
 
    The centaur turned slowly to face me. 
 
    Tyrelus’s body of rock was split in two right down the center, head and all, two symmetrical halves clinging to each other for a few seconds longer. 
 
    ‘Grow that back, you sadistic bastard,’ I grunted. 
 
    His body fell apart, collapsing to the forest floor. It crumbled into ash and sank into the earth amongst the weeds and shrubs. 
 
    I panted heavily, looking down at the remains of my enemy. 
 
    Moonstalker whirred with effort. I turned its blade downward in my grasp and plunged it into the earth. 
 
    Leaning against its handle, I recovered my breath just as the last guttural howl from the battlefield suddenly fell silent. 
 
    Then, a roar of proud victory went up among my allies, hundreds of voices cheering. 
 
    I managed a smile as I gasped for breath. 
 
    I collapsed back in the undergrowth and let my eyes rest for a minute. 
 
    Just a minute.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Two 
 
      
 
    Celebrations awaited, but not until we had buried our dead.  
 
    22 of our own had fallen to the centaurs. A mix of dwarves, sun-elves, warriors and freed people had graves dug for them in the southern pasture, just a little way from the burnt cinders of the fruit trees where Tyrelus had made his last stand. 
 
    Brave warriors deserved to have their places of death marked, but Tyrelus was not one of ours. He was buried out in the forest with the rest of his murderous, brutal people, while our allies had their sacrifice known. 
 
    It was how I established every new land; those who had lost their lives in taking it would have their sacrifice remembered by every member who walked its fields, who enjoyed the spoils of the herds and the crops and the peace that was grown there. 
 
    And it didn’t just go for the allies that could speak. 
 
    A word had been said about every one of our fallen companions; quips about drunken dwarves, tales of bravery and strength from the sun-elves, stories of victory and swordsmanship from the warriors. 
 
    And despite the strangeness, at the insistence of my generals, I said something about Arabelle. 
 
    I was battered, cut, bruised and even burnt in the aftermath of the battle with the centaurs, but finding Arabelle’s lifeless remains in the forest had cut deepest of all. 
 
    ‘My first horse didn’t last long in this world, and at the time I didn’t think much of it. Arabelle replaced him. She was a typical riding horse, a regular purchase from a regular vendor that nobody would blink an eye at. Hell, I didn’t blink an eye at it. 
 
    ‘But in my time here she’s been the finest damned steed that a man could ask for. Inexhaustible, fearless… I never expected her to be a war horse, but when the time came she rose to the occasion and helped us slay a dozen enemies, potentially saving several of the lives of the folks standing here right now. 
 
    ‘She might have been just a horse, but she was still a member of our tribe, just like every other steed that serves us.’ 
 
    We scattered wild flowers on each of the graves, and after a moment’s silence, Thirbali played a slow, somber tune through his battle horn. 
 
    He was a tribe master who got his hands dirty. The job of playing the honorary call wasn’t delegated to one of his men. He did it himself. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he spoke, as the final echoes of the horn faded over the forest. ‘Let us eat and drink, and celebrate the lives of our fallen allies.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    As night fell over Agraria, fires and lanterns were lit all across the land that we had won. 
 
    The fruit orchard may have burned to the ground, but the centaurs had not gotten rid of the weighty stores of cider that resided in an underground cellar beneath an empty storage building at the edge of the land. 
 
    Drinks flowed, spilled and were downed. I moved among my people as countless groups mixed and laughed and told stories, already embellishing and re-enacting the battle in its various nuances and events. 
 
    This victory, as it always did, belonged to my people, and now they truly were my people, every one of them. 
 
    Old attitudes and angers had been set aside. Any grief that the dwarves and sun-elves had had between each other was gone, and now they sat side by side and drank side by side as allies. 
 
    Through cunning, creativity and a shit lot of luck, I had brought our people to another victory against a vicious enemy tribe that had not only killed many of our own, but had been bringing the undead up in their droves and wreaking havoc. 
 
    The less-than-stellar reputation of my sword had been cleared, and they now saw me as their leader. 
 
    I settled at a campfire at Thirbali’s side, where I was met with raised glasses and cheers that I bashfully batted away. 
 
    ‘So I’ve got to ask,’ I said, taking a gulp of ale and slumping down at a campfire next to Thirbali. ‘Since when did you set aside your differences with the elves?’ 
 
    ‘Bah!’ Thirbali spluttered with a drunken laugh. ‘Blazes, Jack, why must you bring these things up now? I just saved your behind, isn’t that enough for today?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just asking! You seemed pretty adamant that you wouldn’t join forces with them.’ 
 
    ‘I said that I would consider it, if ye shall remember right. It’s like that fox-eared maiden of yours said – what’s her name?’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne, that’s the one. It’s only madness when your beliefs don’t align. I like that. She’s right. I don’t take kindly to the elves, but when they take our own, well… That’s a different matter.’  
 
    ‘The enemy of my friend is my enemy too.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly! My, you do have a way with words, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure somebody said it before me,’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Still… Wait. No, they’re not my friends. More like acquaintances. The enemy of my acquaintance. That will do.’ 
 
    ‘I think you did mean friend, deep down…’ 
 
    ‘Bahh, away with ye.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not going anywhere, not until I beat you at taking down this cider.’ 
 
    Thirbali let out booming laugh as he spluttered a mouthful of cider over the grass. 
 
    ‘You’re funnier than I thought you’d be, tribe master. Think ye can drink a dwarf under the table, eh?’ 
 
    ‘No, but I’ll give it a shot.’ 
 
    ‘Aye, that’s the spirit! Get the master a flagon!’ 
 
    Three dwarves scrambled to get me a flagon of cider, one beating the other two to gift it to me with a bow of the head. 
 
    My allies across the various people that I now presided over had begun to treat me like royalty, but I had no interest in being put on a pedestal. 
 
    The title and the responsibilities of tribe master were enough for me - and the many perks that came with it. Being at the top was one thing, but getting used to it only served to result in a lonely life. 
 
    I wanted to be among my people, to laugh and eat and drink with them. 
 
    That was the life for me, no matter how much power I attained; the place where the most life resided. 
 
    After being quickly beaten by Thirbali in our drinking competition, I moved away from just one of many scattered campfires that burned on the land of the centaurs. 
 
    Tobias and Alorion were well-occupied with a group of dwarves and warriors, each retelling the tale of the dropping of Ugor the Giant a hundred different ways. 
 
    My own bard, Juliet, was preoccupied with something far more important. 
 
    ‘You’ve never had your palm read before?’ Cass mused at her side as they sat at a campfire together. 
 
    ‘My hands are always upon my lute,’ she laughed, ‘there’s little time for that. Besides, I write tales of the past, not the future.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe the future’s something that you should think of more,’ Cass said. 
 
    They were lost in each other’s eyes for a quiet moment. Cass smiled with a defenselessness that I had only ever seen her show once, when she had first been given a home upon my land. 
 
    She withdrew it as quickly as she had let it out, but that spark had already been let off. 
 
    ‘Let me see your hand,’ she quickly said, taking Juliet’s hand gently in her own and turning it. ‘I’m sure we can find something else for you to sing about…’ 
 
    Juliet snapped back into the moment as Cass began examining her palm. My bard glanced up at me and offered a delighted smile that she hadn’t even shown upon being freed from captivity. 
 
    I shot her a wink that she returned, leaving them to each other. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ 
 
    I turned to see Talia hurrying up to me. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said, greeting her with a kiss. ‘Where are the others?’ 
 
    ‘Exploring, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Again?’ I laughed. ‘Did you find another mansion this time? Because I could really do with a soft bed right now.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly a mansion,’ she laughed. ‘What we found is perhaps better than that.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Come on.’ 
 
    ‘All right, but no slipping away for a few days this time,’ I said, taking her hand in mine. ‘We’ve got a party to run.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the tribe master, husband,’ Talia said, wrapping her hands around my arm and resting her head on my shoulder. ‘It’s this way.’ 
 
    My catgirl guided me to the edge of the forest in the north-eastern section of the land, far away from the celebrations. 
 
    We lit a torch and journeyed through the wilds for a hundred yards before I saw more lights in the distance. 
 
    ‘Be careful for traps,’ I said. 
 
    ‘We have already checked,’ Talia assured me. ‘This is a safe path to our destination. There were several that we managed to disarm.’ 
 
    ‘What’s out here?’ 
 
    ‘This.’ 
 
    The glow from the fires reflected off the trees, but the flames themselves were hidden from sight. 
 
    Then, suddenly, I found myself face to face with a seven foot-tall fence. It was similar to the perimeter line back at my land. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ I asked suspiciously. ‘Another tribal land?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite.’ 
 
    Talia knocked a distinctive rhythm on the door. A moment later it opened wide, and Lara stood before us. 
 
    ‘Took your time,’ she smiled. ‘Just wait till you see this, Jack…’ 
 
    I stepped into the fenced area, and the sweet scent of sugar immediately hit me. 
 
    ‘No way…’ 
 
    Row upon row of fruit trees were lined up before us. 
 
    It was an orchard. 
 
    ‘This is unbelievable,’ I muttered, rushing up to a nearby apple tree and picking a ripe, red apple from a low branch. 
 
    I inhaled the sweet scent of it before taking a huge bite. 
 
    The full, sweet juice of the fruit was a hit of pleasure like few others I had felt beyond the touch of my wives. 
 
    I closed my eyes and tilted my head back, reveling in the flavor for a few seconds. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this doing here?’ I asked in disbelief, swallowing the bite and taking another. ‘Tyrelus seemed like he wanted to burn his fruit supplies to the ground.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps he was hoping we would not find this one,’ Lara answered with a smile. ‘Unlucky for him, we’re as stubborn as they come. We found casks of lantern oil nearby, so they perhaps had plans to burn it down. They just didn’t get the chance.’ 
 
    ‘What kinds of fruit were they growing?’ 
 
    ‘Apples, oranges, lemons, limes, avocados, guavas… There are more seeds in the house, too.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a house?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, come on!’ 
 
    I followed Talia and Lara past the sweet-smelling trees and into a small clearing at the center of the hidden orchard. 
 
    Ariadne, Santana and Elera were all stood by a small well, filling a barrel of freshly-picked fruit with water. 
 
    Behind the well was a small, unoccupied and well-kept house, likely belonging to the centaur responsible for looking after the orchard. 
 
    ‘There you are!’ Santana smiled, rushing over to me and throwing her arms around me as we kissed. 
 
    ‘This place is unbelievable,’ I said, wrapping my arm around her slender hips and heading over to meet my wives. ‘Remind me again how rare fruit is?’ 
 
    ‘You wouldn’t believe,’ Elera muttered messily, taking a greedy bite from a peeled orange.               
 
    ‘I think what she’s trying to say,’ Ariadne laughed, ‘is that finding an orchard of this quality is a gift. This is not only good for the tribe, but for our trading prospects. Trading posts run fruit at very high prices. We must be careful not to flood the market, of course, but… Maybe I’m getting ahead of myself.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not,’ I smiled. ‘But let’s keep this between us for the time being. I thought that a treehouse filled with gold, gemstones and you girls wearing nothing but your underwear was what heaven looked like, but seeing this place I’m starting to change my mind…’ 
 
    ‘Speaking of being undressed,’ Lara said, ‘there’s an amazing bed inside, and a large bathtub just waiting to be filled. After a battle like that, I think that we all need to clean down.’ 
 
    My wives explored the orchard further while I filled the bathtub with warm water from the well and lit a fire inside the orchard keeper’s house. 
 
    I pulled off my clothes from the battle and sank into the huge bath as they returned, carrying baskets filled to the brim with ripe fruit. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe this place,’ Santana said, undoing her dress and letting it slide to the floor around her ankles, ‘I think that this place truly is a heaven of its own.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe that we beat those centaurs,’ Lara said, undoing her overshirt and revealing her large breasts, barely contained in the lacy bra that covered her chest. ‘Although I must say, if we didn’t have the power of the agrarium on our side, things may have gone a different way entirely.’ 
 
    ‘You really think so?’ I asked, resting my head on the edge of the bathtub. 
 
    ‘Definitely. My shots practically cut many of the ones I struck in half.’ 
 
    ‘Mine too,’ Talia agreed, pulling off her shirt and casting it aside. ‘But a strange feeling has come over me now, as if… I could no longer summon this strange power.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Santana agreed. ‘The power I was wielding through my crossbow felt amazing. I think it may have contributed to me having the confidence to help Cass distract that giant…’ 
 
    ‘I completely forgot about that!’ Ariadne exclaimed as the rest of my wives burst into laughter. ‘You were unbelievable. You looked like you were ready to take on the entire world!’ 
 
    ‘It was Cass’s idea,’ Santana laughed shyly, her cheeks running red. ‘I just can’t believe it worked. Elera’s frost magic is what really brought him down.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, stop it,’ Elera grinned, batting a hand at her. ‘I just happened to be in the right place.’ 
 
    ‘Either way, this feels like the right place right now,’ Santana said, brushing her red hair from her pretty face and smiling around the room. ‘I’ve never felt so connected to you all than I do right now.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t get sentimental on me,’ Lara said, struggling to hold back her own emotions. 
 
    ‘Admit it, you feel the same way,’ Ariadne laughed at Lara. 
 
    ‘Of course I do…’ She conceded. ‘I know what I’m like, but I love all of you more than words can say.’ 
 
    ‘The power of the agrarium has brought us closer together,’ Elera said. ‘I can feel it when I’m with you, Jack. We all can.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I asked, looking about the room at my wives. ‘You all feel that way?’ 
 
    ‘It feels… Right,’ Ariadne said. ‘We’ve all had you alone, Jack, and we’ve all felt the power flowing through us, but when we’re all together? There’s no other feeling like it. We love each other, and we love you. 
 
    ‘But this isn’t just about us. This energy needs to flow through us all, Jack, including you. When we’re together it has a chance to shift, and we think that that is what boosts its healing powers. It replenishes your body as well.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’re right,’ I said. ‘When I was trapped here and thought that I was on death’s door, you girls were the only thing that I could think about. I just couldn’t stand the thought of never seeing you again.’ 
 
    My love for my wives was incomparable to any other force in this world, even that of the agrarium. 
 
    After cleaning myself down and crossing to the bed, my wives did the same, filling the bathtub with more steaming water and stripping down before joining each other in the small pool of water and washing the dirt and scuffs from each other’s bodies. 
 
    I had never seen a more perfect sight than them in the firelight. 
 
    The only thing that made it more perfect was when they beckoned me over to join them. 
 
    In the warmth of the firelight and the steaming water in the secluded orchard keeper’s house, Santana left the bath and joined me at my side, falling into my arms and running her hands over my chest as we kissed passionately. 
 
    ‘Oh, god…’ 
 
    I drew away from Santana’s kiss to see Lara on her knees before me, taking me into her mouth in a slow, deep rhythm from the water. I was already harder than ever, my body desperate for the satisfaction of my wives, and they desperate to share the strange blue energy that moved between us all. 
 
    In the bathtub Elera and Ariadne embraced, kissing each other gently while Talia moved to join Lara before me. 
 
    My busty huntress took me deep into her mouth a final time before being replaced by Talia, who eagerly took me under her control. 
 
    ‘This is truly what I needed,’ Talia said, taking me in her hand and guiding her tongue to my base before licking me passionately and slipping her lips over my tip. 
 
    Lara gazed into my eyes as Talia took me into her mouth, running her smooth hands up my legs and over my abs. 
 
    I returned to Santana, running my hands over her flawless body and kissing her once more. 
 
    Talia hopped gracefully from the bath and bent over before me, pushing her round, firm behind into the air. 
 
    I couldn’t resist any longer. 
 
    Santana guided me into my Talia’s wetness, and I pushed into my throbbing length into her inch by inch. 
 
    ‘That’s it, master,’ Talia moaned, ‘share the power…’ 
 
    My wives didn’t need this power. They didn’t depend on it. 
 
    They wanted it. 
 
    And I wanted to share it with them. 
 
    I commanded Talia’s hips in my strong hands, thrusting into her tight walls at a slow, powerful pace, enjoying every last bit of her. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes…!’ 
 
    Talia felt tighter than ever as I took her, running my hands up her slender body and guiding her closer to me. She pressed her back to my scarred, chiseled torso as I caressed her round, perky breasts, pushing her behind up against me and grinding herself up and down against my hardness. 
 
    I groaned out in unparalleled pleasure at the sensation of her body taking me. The rest of my wives left the huge bath, crossing to me with their perfect bodies and caressing me with their soft hands and wet skin. 
 
    My senses felt overloaded like never before as I enjoyed the moment, the blue energy of our unity coursing between us all and replenishing our bodies after the long battle that we had fought. 
 
    In no time I was upon the bed, collapsed onto my back as my beautiful wives ran their soft lips across my skin. 
 
    Ariadne moved to straddle my waist, kneeling over me and looking down upon me like a goddess and her subject. 
 
    She slid herself down onto me, her hands pressing tightly into my chest as she took me over and over again with gasps of pleasure. 
 
    The glow of the firelight was suddenly dimmed as Elera mounted my face, working her tight blue body over me as I pleasured her and Ariadne together. 
 
    I was overwhelmed completely by the sensation of their incredible bodies taking me together. I ran my hands up Elera’s legs to her firm behind as I indulged in her sweet taste, her gasps of approval only making me work harder. 
 
    As the energy was shared amongst us, my body being replenished by my wives and I by them, Elera and Ariadne drew away from me. 
 
    Santana crossed to my side, kissing me passionately as I sat up, before straddling my waist as I slid into her. 
 
    ‘It feels so good…’ She moaned as I filled her, our bodies pressed together in the hot wet heat of our secluded hideaway. ‘I never want this to change.’ 
 
    ‘It never will,’ I promised her, taking her in a deep, steady rhythm as I ran my hands over her flawless pale body and into her soft red hair. 
 
    Our bodies intertwined, I closed my eyes and took in the strawberry scent of her body, the tightness between her legs gripping me with longing lust. 
 
    I turned her onto her back as Lara laid back on the bed next to her. 
 
    Lara and Santana kissed each other gently side by side as I enjoyed my red-headed wife until I could barely hold myself any longer. 
 
    I slowed, drawing from her and moving to Lara. 
 
    Lara’s spread her irresistible body out before me, beckoning me into her. 
 
    ‘Now, now, Jack…’ 
 
    I entered Lara, filling her as she moaned wildly before working into a steady rhythm. Her huge breasts bounced up and down on her chest, only serving to drive me crazier as my wives surrounded me, pressing their perfect bodies to me and running their hands across every part of my body. 
 
    My muscles were spent and my mind tired, but as I enjoyed the touch of all five of my wives, I could feel the energy restoring itself to me once more. 
 
    The strange blue light flowed between all of us as I took Lara harder and harder. 
 
    ‘Yes, yes! That’s it!’ 
 
    My wives ran their lips over my neck and my shoulders, nibbling at my skin as I felt my manhood become harder than ever, plunging into Lara again and again. 
 
    ‘Now! Give us it!’ Lara moaned. 
 
    My huntress’s words were like the sweetest nectar dripping over ever inch of my body. 
 
    I had never felt such unparalleled pleasure, my whole body covered by my wives. 
 
    I could hold it no longer. 
 
    I pulled from Lara as Elera’s expert nymph hands found my hardness and finished me in a haze of total ecstasy. 
 
    My seed spread across her, covering her toned navel and huge breasts in the most mind-blowing ending that I had ever experienced. 
 
    My vision blurred and my body shook uncontrollably as I groaned out in total pleasure. 
 
    My wives couldn’t wait to share my seed, licking it from Lara’s body ferociously as Lara herself shook in the aftermath of her climax. 
 
    I collapsed onto my back, gasping for breath as I tried to gain some mastery over my senses but to little avail. 
 
    I was floating in a perfect ocean of energy, total harmony engulfing me. 
 
    There was nowhere else that I wanted to be. 
 
    When my self-control finally returned I crossed the room on shaky legs and heaved a basket of fruit over to the bed, setting it down on the moist sheets. 
 
    My wives indulged in cool water from their canteens flavored with the juice of ripe lemons and limes squeezed straight into it, digging their teeth into bright red apples and grazing their lips over shimmering oranges as we all indulged in the bountiful sugars of this incredible land. 
 
    I rested against the headboard while my wives laid around me, my hands trailing over their endless curves. 
 
    ‘That was amazing,’ Ariadne breathed. 
 
    ‘You’re telling me,’ I panted. ‘You girls really know how to take it out of me.’ 
 
    ‘Just wait till Mariana joins us,’ I said, peeling an orange between my fingers. 
 
    ‘What?’ Lara exclaimed with a laugh, sitting bolt upright and staring over at me. 
 
    ‘She… May have told me that she loves me.’ 
 
    ‘I knew it!’ My huntress shouted. ‘I totally knew it. What did I say?’ 
 
    ‘I know what you said,’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Gods, she’s amazing… I think the fact that she’s a tribe master might make her all the more interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Used to be a tribe master,’ I said. ‘She’s handing over control of her land to me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you know what I mean,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘I think Lara means that Mariana’s power games may take on a whole new form,’ Ariadne said, sweeping her back her ears over her hair. ‘In the bedroom.’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what I mean,’ Lara said. ‘She may be the domineering type when it comes to what goes on beneath the sheets.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think so,’ I said. ‘She seems like the submissive type.’ 
 
    ‘You can only know that once you’ve had her,’ Talia frowned. 
 
    ‘I already did.’ 
 
    ‘No!’ Lara laughed. 
 
    ‘How was it?’ Ariadne asked with intrigue. 
 
    ‘In a word? Incredible.’ 
 
    ‘We all like her,’ Talia said. ‘And in time I’m sure we could grow to love her.’ 
 
    ‘She’s going to make a wonderful addition to our group,’ Santana said. ‘I can’t wait to have her join us. She’s a skilled fighter, a skilled speaker…’ 
 
    ‘A skilled lover, by the sounds of it,’ Elera added. 
 
    I laid back on the bed surrounded by my beautiful wives, each of them just as spent as I was. 
 
    Forget gold and gemstones, I thought, slotting another piece of the juiciest, sweetest orange into my mouth that I had ever tasted. This is what heaven is really like. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    My wives and I returned to the celebrations feeling replenished and ready to celebrate. 
 
    I disappeared amongst the thrall of my citizens for an hour, indulging in more delicious cider and listening to the stories that were shared. 
 
    The last person I expected to see at my side was Scholar Mavis, the bespectacled genius dwarf that had decoded Kalgunri’s notes on the agrarium. 
 
    ‘Master Jack, may I see you for a moment?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ I replied, leaving the campfire and heading to a quieter area to meet her. ‘How are you? I never thanked you for doing what you did. It must have taken a lot of work to translate that journal, so I really appreciate it.’ 
 
    ‘That is somewhat the reason that I came to find you,’ she said, taking on a more serious tone. ‘Your wives tell me that they have found something.’ 
 
    ‘Found what?’ 
 
    ‘It is… Somewhat worrying. But they said it would be of interest to you. I think it best that we investigate alone rather than drawing the attention of any of the folk here. This is a time of celebration.’ 
 
    ‘How come they asked you of all people?’ 
 
    ‘What a rude thing to say.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, no, what I meant is-’ 
 
    ‘I mean I know that you’ve had a few ciders, but really, a man of your stature should be able to handle more.’ 
 
    ‘What I meant is that, with all due respect, you’re not one of my closest advisors.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but they asked me because it pertains most to my area of study.’ 
 
    ‘Really? How?’ 
 
    ‘It is easier to show you rather than to explain. Please, follow me.’ 
 
    Enough merry was being made for me to slink away with Scholar Mavis. She led me into the forest for a hundred yards, far beyond the centaur graves. 
 
    ‘Watch your footing,’ she instructed, ‘I have come close to setting off more leftover traps than I would care to admit out here.’ 
 
    ‘One’s enough for me,’ I chuckled. 
 
    ‘And I. We’re here.’ 
 
    Flaming torches lit up a small stone building in the distance. I followed Scholar Mavis’s path until we were in a small clearing where Talia and Ariadne awaited. 
 
    An orchard this was not. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ I asked them. ‘Did you go exploring again so soon?’ 
 
    ‘We thought that we saw something out here,’ Ariadne said. ‘Turns out we were right.’ 
 
    The moment I stepped inside, I immediately sobered up. 
 
    An elaborate shrine had been created in the ancient stone building. Old candles and wild flowers long dead were scattered upon small pedestals situated before a large entity upon the wall. 
 
    At first I thought that I was looking upon a real being, and I instinctually readied myself for battle. 
 
    Quickly realizing that it was no such thing, I calmed myself. 
 
    But the image was terrifying all the same. 
 
    A large mural had been painted upon the wall. The blackness of the color first appeared to be paint, but upon closer inspection I realized that it had been scrawled in recently-dried blood. 
 
    The image depicted a huge figure, vaguely humanoid in shape, with a widening torso, broad shoulders, protruding horns and a gigantic pair of flexed wings that spanned the full length of the wall. 
 
    It called back a memory that I had tried on countless occasions to set to the back of my mind. 
 
    ‘Who does that look like to you?’ Ariadne said quietly, a hint of worry in her voice. 
 
    She already knew the answer. 
 
    I knew exactly who it looked like. 
 
    It was none other than Zagor. 
 
    The gigantic winged demigod had been slumbering beneath the land of the wood-elves many miles of south of the Morelian tribal land for longer than anyone knew before I unintentionally freed him while saving Santana and Mariana. 
 
    And here he was, his bestial face, horned head and towering form once more before me. 
 
    ‘What the hell is this doing here?’ I said in disbelief. ‘He… Disappeared. We saw him disappear. I mean, I know that he’s out there, but…’ A sudden, terrible epiphany struck me. ‘Oh, god… You don’t think that he’s beneath us right now, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Gods, no,’ Scholar Mavis cut in. ‘Your dear wives have informed me of the run-in you had with the demi-god. My knowledge is greater than most but still limited. Even so, we would know by now if he was beneath us. Fire and brimstone would be bubbling up, or…’ 
 
    ‘Or the undead would be rising?’ I said quietly, crossing my arms and staring absently at the mural. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ Scholar Mavis replied solemnly. 
 
    ‘It can’t be…’ I muttered in disbelief. ‘He’s the one who’s been responsible for this? The centaurs were magic users in some regard. I saw Tyrelus incinerate himself before my eyes, only to become even more powerful in the process.’ 
 
    ‘Centaurs are rarely magic users,’ Scholar Mavis said. ‘All beings may dabble in magic from time to time, and while it is possible that they were responsible for the raising of the undead, I think it unlikely. No… Whatever dark magic the centaur tribe master was wielding, he acquired it through another force, and I think that this is it.’ 
 
    I wanted to deny it, to consider the case closed, to wipe it from my memory – but that would be a betrayal of myself, of my people, and the facts. I had to face the truth, and the pieces were quickly fitting together in a tight but terrifying way. 
 
    ‘Tyrelus said something,’ I frowned, studying the mural. ‘He said something about a ‘watcher’. He said that we were a sacrifice in the watcher’s eyes. And before he immolated himself, he said that he obeyed the fire and would be reborn in the flames.’ 
 
    ‘This watcher could be Zagor,’ Ariadne said quietly. ‘It could be him.’ 
 
    ‘There are two words I’ve heard most frequently when it comes to describing gods,’ Scholar Mavis said. ‘Merciful and vengeful. And I’d bet my teeth that this Zagor you mention leans towards the latter.’ 
 
    ‘But how would the centaurs even know of his existence?’ I said. ‘This looks a hell of a lot like him, but how would he… It, whatever Zagor is, make contact with this tribe? He had been beneath the land of the wood-elves for longer than anyone knows until we denied him his sacrifice. That was when he broke free, and we haven’t seen him since.’ 
 
    ‘He may be seeking vengeance for the denial of that sacrifice. But there must be a reason that he has not sought it out himself. Perhaps he had to seek it through another means – like a tribe.’ 
 
    ‘The wood-elves were sacrificing in his name,’ Ariadne said. ‘That’s why they took Mariana and Santana in the first place. Maybe Tyrelus was granted this magic in exchange for sacrifices?’ 
 
    A dangerous amount of the story was beginning to add up. 
 
    We all looked up at the blackened mural of blood painted on the wall. 
 
    ‘This world may consist of many tribes and peoples,’ Scholar Mavis spoke, ‘but we are just one level in the sprawl of this vast world. Other things exist below and above, past the peaks of mountains and beneath the fires of Agraria’s underbelly. 
 
    ‘And sometimes, should we wish, we mortals are tempted into deals with devils.’

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Three 
 
      
 
    I tried to cast the thought of the hiding demigod from my mind for the remainder of the night by returning to me tribal allies and drowning my gut in as much cider as I could. 
 
    To the credit of the centaurs, it worked – a little. 
 
    The night became a hail of drunken songs and cheers, and after sleeping well into the next day I awoke well-rested, with my mind on one thing. 
 
    Zagor. 
 
    He was still out there, and I had to do something about him. 
 
    But finding his location was nigh on impossible. If he was responsible for bestowing the dark magic powers upon Tyrelus then he had to still be in the area, but where exactly was a different matter entirely. 
 
    With the celebrations over, I took full control over the centaur land the next day. The madcap collection of freed prisoners that had chosen to stay behind were more grateful and obedient than I could have possibly imagined. While I was yet to put one of them in charge of the land, a small community of 30 citizens was established and they were brought into our tribe. 
 
    There was plenty of scattered wealth among the ruined tribal houses and Tyrelus’s treehouse to take, but right now it could wait. 
 
    I and my generals agreed to return in a few days’ time in order to assess our hoard, as well as what to do with the new wealth that we had acquired. 
 
    Already I had an idea in mind – keep the more unique items for myself, but ensure that the rest was shared out amongst the citizens of the various tribes. Each tribe had its strengths, and each member had abilities and skills that needed to be valued and served. 
 
    The dedicated warriors would take the best weapons, and the dedicated craftsmen would take the best materials. 
 
    It was a system that had worked perfectly for the Orakin Tribe and its people so far; give the people freedom to pursue their own happiness, build for themselves and be safe, and they would contribute to the overall wellbeing and security of our tribe. 
 
    Our values were shared. We were all sworn to keeping each other safe; I had saved their lives, and they had saved mine. 
 
    And that was the way that it would always be. 
 
    With the considerable numbers already on the land, I quickly distributed building rights and we created a secure border in no time that would keep our new citizens safe until we returned. 
 
    Once we were done, our troop of citizens and warriors travelled west together, a collective procession moving through the forest to return to our respective homelands. 
 
    When I had been on my way to the land of the centaurs, in search of the source of the undead hordes, I was one member of a party of six. 
 
    Returning, we were legion. 
 
    We were no longer a random collective of tribes. 
 
    We were one army, one tribe, one family of free people. 
 
    Arriving at my land our group parted ways; the sun-elves continued south-west to the Morelian land while Mariana stayed with me for the first time. 
 
    The warriors turned north-west to return to their free land, while the dwarves and the free peoples travelled north-east. 
 
    Mariana granted me master rights over the Morelian land, and now we were a union of seven different lands, and hundreds upon hundreds of citizens. 
 
    And from the Master Room of my treehouse, I could overlook all of my tribe. 
 
    My people were safe, secure, well-fed and rested. We were sitting upon wealth and strength and freedom and peace, and as night fell and the fires of our land lit up once more, and my wives slept peacefully in my bed, I ascended to the Master Room of my treehouse and overlooked the Master Table with the very last of the Old Molly. 
 
    Just two fingers of the fine liquor remained, and I was going to savor every last drop. 
 
    Peace was on the horizon. From here we would grow our resources so that all of our citizens lived well; huge herds of livestock, fields filled with varieties of luscious crops and orchards of fruit, well-trained warriors with the best bows and the sharpest of blades, and strong homes that could withstand anything the weather threw at us. 
 
    We controlled the area. There was a vast and unexplored wilderness that lurked between each of our lands, but with the establishment of our first outpost it would be no time at all before we could always have an area of safety to retreat to in the event of an attack. 
 
    And beyond all of that? The mountains to the north, the forests beyond Grayville to the west, the great rivers to the south and the unexplored wilds farther east beyond our newly-claimed land. 
 
    Agraria was wide open for exploration. 
 
    But one of my foes remained. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are you?’ I growled to myself, knocking back the last of the liquor and setting the glass aside. 
 
    I pressed my hands through the blue grid of the Master Table and zoomed out as far as the interface would let me. 
 
    Zagor was out there somewhere, hidden among the hills and the trees and the caverns. 
 
    He had to be in the area if he had contacted the centaurs. 
 
    It was just a question of where. 
 
    My people had explored considerable ranges of space, but the wilds were a vast and open mystery. It would take years for anyone to explore every tree, hollow and cave. 
 
    And Zagor could be hiding anywhere that was suitable for him. 
 
    With the last of the Old Molly gone, I cracked open another bottle of fine wine that we had pillaged from the land of the dark-elves. 
 
    The crazy, drunken tribe master gone mad with power. 
 
    That would never be me, but a drink was what I needed right now. 
 
    He could be anywhere… 
 
    I sat back in my chair and set aside the bottle, dozing off. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Mmm… 
 
    I’m asleep, but in my mind’s eyes I can see the entire room. 
 
    I’m back downstairs, sleeping in my bed. Ariadne and Elera are over to my left, their arms wrapped around each other in a gentle embrace as they sleep peacefully. 
 
    Talia is right by me, her furred ears dropped over her forehead and her cheek rested on my chest, her perky breasts pushed up lightly against my side. 
 
    Santana is lying to my right, her red hair spread behind her over the silk pillows that have given us many peaceful nights. 
 
    To her side is Lara, the covers pulled down over her waist, exposing her slim navel and large breasts pooled on her chest, gaining a little relief against the heat of the night. 
 
    Mariana is here too, her golden body perfectly at home with the rest of my wives. 
 
    I should feel as happy as ever. 
 
    But… I can’t move. 
 
    What’s going on? 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ 
 
    The low, deep rumbling sound isn’t coming from me. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, Hawthorne?’ 
 
    The voice is deep, almost gurgling with the guttural vibrations of a sea beast’s gullet.  
 
    ‘Who’s there?’ 
 
    I try to speak. No words come. 
 
    But it seems like this presence can hear them anyway. 
 
    ‘I can see you, Hawthorne. You’ve done well to get this far. What a shame for it all to be for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘You did a fine job of vanquishing my worshippers. When you took the bitches from my hold I thought it was a blessing. I could finally do away with those wood-elves that bowed to me.’ 
 
    A chill courses over my entire body. 
 
    ‘Do you know of who you speak to now?’ 
 
    I gulp and close my eyes tightly. 
 
    ‘Say the name, Hawthorne.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘SAY IT!!!’ 
 
    I wait for the echo to subside. 
 
    ‘Zagor.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. Had you forgotten about me? If you’ll recall you rudely awoke me from my slumber some time ago.’ 
 
    ‘I… I remember.’ 
 
    ‘The time has come for you and I to meet, Master Jack. The time has come… For you to face your fate.’ 
 
    The room around me suddenly falls away into darkness, taking my wives with it. 
 
    I’m falling through the air, plummeting towards the earth, until- 
 
    My feet touch down on a grassy knoll upon a hillside. A huge opening in the hill stands before me, a tunnel beckoning me onward. Stone columns carved with strange symbols frame it, and nearby the forest is deadened and rotting. 
 
    Behind me a river flows. 
 
    And ahead, in the depths of the tunnel, a flickering fire burns. 
 
    ‘The time is now, Hawthorne. We two must face each other. You know what awaits you.’ 
 
    ‘And if I don’t?’ 
 
    ‘Then the shells of long-dead souls will forever be at your door.’ 
 
    I stuttered awake suddenly. The glass in my hand flew from my grasp and shattered upon the floorboards. 
 
    I looked around swiftly, my heart slamming against my chest. 
 
    I was back in the Master Room, still sat in my chair. 
 
    Yet I had never felt more in danger. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Zagor. He’s alive, and he wants me to find him.’ 
 
    In my bedroom Alorion and my wives all looked between each other. I told them the story of my dream, while Talia and Ariadne explained the shrine that we had found in the forest. 
 
    ‘To find him?’ Elera said. ‘You want to seek an audience with a demigod?’ 
 
    ‘I have to. If I don’t, he’s just going to keep throwing hordes of undead at us. We have to find him.’ 
 
    ‘How exactly do we do that?’ Mariana asked. 
 
    ‘He showed me… I think.’ 
 
    I took up some parchment and drew what I had seen – the hillside, the stone columns with the strange symbols. 
 
    ‘I’m not much of an artist,’ I said, ‘but this is what it looked like. I know it’s probably not much to go off.’ 
 
    ‘Not much to go off?’ Lara replied. ‘No offence, Jack, but this could be anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘Was there anything else that you saw?’ Santana asked inquisitively. ‘Do you remember when we located the resting place of your sword? All it takes is one distinguishing factor and we could narrow the location down.’ 
 
    I racked my brain for something, anything that could give us the clue. 
 
    ‘There were, uhh… Rocks, and dead trees around the entrance, like the doorway was killing the wildlife… And there was a river, too.’ 
 
    ‘A river?’ Elera repeated. 
 
    ‘Yeah, we can go swimming when we get there,’ Talia smirked. 
 
    ‘No,’ my nymph snapped. ‘But perhaps somebody can help. There’s another person in our tribe who knows the rivers up and down the passage from Ichabod’s Cove.’ 
 
    Of course there freaking was. 
 
    It was the dead of night, but we weren’t deterred. 
 
    Twenty minutes later we reached the hidden inlet of water where my ship was floating. Our group rushed by the battered trees in the training area and climbed aboard the ship. 
 
    ‘Who’s there?!’ 
 
    The high-elf staggered out from the bow of the ship. 
 
    For once, Captain Archie wasn’t drunk – just completely butt-naked. 
 
    It definitely wasn’t a sight that I wanted to see, nor any of my wives. 
 
    ‘Ah, Master Jack! What a pleasant surprise. Pardon me, it’s just too hot out here tonight. Always a wonderful view on the rivers, though.’ 
 
    ‘I wish I could say the same,’ I said, blocking the view of his nakedness. 
 
    ‘What?’ He exclaimed, looking down at his body. ‘Oh! Of course. Just a moment…’ 
 
    The high-elf ship captain pulled on his clothes and headed over to me. 
 
    ‘You know the rivers, right, Captain?’ 
 
    ‘Many miles of them, from the cove to the far reaches of this area. I’m not so familiar with what lies upon the land, but the shoreline? A man like me doesn’t get to where he is without considerable knowledge.’ Captain Archie belched loudly. ‘Scuse me.’ 
 
    Maybe he wasn’t completely sober. 
 
    ‘Can you tell me where this is?’ 
 
    I fished out the illustration I had drawn up and handed it to him. 
 
    ‘Why, of course. I haven’t been that way for a good long time, but I know the way. I’d recognize it anywhere. Not a great drawing, mind, but it’s distinct enough. It’s the entrance to an old mine, long drained and abandoned.’ 
 
    ‘Where is it?’ 
 
    ‘Wa-a-a-y downriver,’ he replied. ‘What interest do you have in such a place, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Ready the ship, Captain Archie,’ I ordered. ‘We’re taking a trip.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, brilliant!’ He cheered. ‘It’s been too many days since I felt the wind in my hair, or what’s left of it at least. Where are we going?’ 
 
    I crossed to the bow of the ship and pushed aside the leaves of a hanging branch to gain a view of the river. 
 
    ‘You don’t want to know.’ 
 
    Captain Archie glanced around awkwardly. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Not to be rude, but I do want to know. Otherwise I won’t have a damn clue where which way to point the rudder.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We stocked the ship with a few days’ worth of provisions, as well as various weapons, traps and explosives before setting sail into the dark of night. 
 
    We had been fired upon once before by lone wolf wood-elves lurking in the forest, and while that might have been aboard a tugboat, I had no desire to experience it again without possessing sufficient firepower to retaliate. 
 
    I was joined by Alorion as well as my wives; Ariadne, Lara, Santana, Elera, Talia, and now Mariana, who my other wives had already grown to enjoy the company of. 
 
    Some a little more than others. 
 
    ‘Gods, that body…’ Lara mused quietly at my side from the stern of the ship, watching my sun-elf wife as Mariana spoke to Captain Archie at the wheel. ‘Next time we’re heading to the caves remember to invite me…’ 
 
    ‘You’re terrible,’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Oh, so you wouldn’t want that?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m just a little more subtle about it.’ 
 
    The rest of my wives and Alorion joined me at the stern as we surveyed the river. 
 
    ‘What happens if we do find Zagor out here?’ Ariadne finally said. ‘We’ve faced plenty of enemies before. Monsters, feral and intelligent tribes, brutal masters and even legendary beasts… But this is different, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I replied, gazing out at the moonlit waters ahead as we sailed with the wind along the river. ‘But I have the agrarium with me. It’s as good a chance as we’ll ever have.’ 
 
    ‘You really think you can defeat him?’ Talia said in awe. ‘A real demigod?’ 
 
    ‘All I can do is try,’ I admitted. ‘Look, when I completed the trials that led me to the agrarium and the weapon that it had become, I realized why High Blacksmith Kalgunri did what he did. 
 
    ‘These trials were put in the way of this weapon because he believed that only one man could wield it. Only the man who could best those traps had a chance at acquiring it, and be it through a combination of the qualities that he wanted or just sheer stupid luck, I acquired it. At the time I thought that it meant something, but now…’ 
 
    ‘Maybe that’s what the prophecy foretold,’ Mariana said. ‘You remember, from my land? The final stone might show you defeating Zagor. All of this could already be written.’ 
 
    I looked out at the flowing waters and the rolling hillsides either side of the river. Both peace and danger awaited out there in the patchwork quilt of Agraria’s many lands and territories. 
 
    Deep down, though, I knew we were getting ever closer to my greatest foe yet. I could feel a strange sensation emanating from moonstalker, pulsating and swelling at my side. 
 
    ‘There’s something else I have to tell you all,’ I continued. 
 
    My wives eyed me with intrigue. 
 
    I could hide the secret no longer. 
 
    ‘Back at the dark-elf land, in the vault,’ I continued, ‘Alorion and I found something. The missing piece of the prophecy.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ Mariana exclaimed in disbelief. ‘What did it show?’ 
 
    ‘Our victory over Garrison. It showed me, holding the sword, standing over his body, alongside all of you and speaking to the tribe. Just like I did.’ 
 
    ‘And…?’ she continued. ‘What else?’ 
 
    ‘That’s all. Nothing else.’ 
 
    A long silence fell among my group. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ Mariana continued. ‘How could that be everything?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t understand either, at first. But then Alorion said something that made it much clearer to me.’ I turned to my friend, the very first friend that I had had in this world. ‘He said that maybe that was the point of the prophecy, that the Oracle’s job was to show me just as much as I needed to see, and that the rest of this was all free will. 
 
    ‘Garrison tried to fight against the future. It drove him mad, so mad that he was willing to let his body be distorted by a demon if it meant a chance of destroying me. But the future was already written. 
 
    ‘That was all the Oracle said. That was the end of the line, the last thing that she had to say about who I am, or what I’m supposed to do. I was supposed to kill Garrison, just like I was supposed to find the agrarium… But anything beyond that is a mystery. 
 
    ‘Nothing is supposed to happen now. Maybe I kill Zagor. Maybe he kills me. But if there’s one thing that I’ve learned about this world, it’s that reality is always stranger than whatever story a future-teller can cook up in her mind. Whatever I find down there, whatever happens… It’s my choice. I’m choosing to do this. 
 
    ‘I’m the tribe master, and the responsibility lies with me.’ 
 
    I waited for a reaction from my wives. They all looked between each other and smiled. 
 
    ‘It always has been,’ Ariadne said, pressing her hands to my cheeks. ‘Ever since you freed me from that blasted goblin and simply asked me to come and be a part of your tribe, I knew that you were one of a kind.’ 
 
    ‘Our story is modern history,’ Mariana said, ‘but it feels like I’ve known you for much longer.’ 
 
    ‘All of this will be history one day,’ Alorion said. ‘We once talked about people telling stories about us hundreds of years from now. Well, I doubt that they’ll skip over Master Jack of the Orakin Tribe wielding a blade of pure agrarium and slaying a demigod.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I smirked. ‘Let’s just make sure that I make it out alive first before Juliet starts writing that one.’ 
 
    If I make it out. 
 
    ‘Ahoy, maties!’ Captain Archie called out in a tone that really didn’t fit the words. ‘We’re almost there. If memory serves there’s an abandoned dock a little way ahead. You should be able to see your destination from there. Why are we here again?’ 
 
    ‘Jack’s going to meet with a demigod,’ Elera said casually. 
 
    ‘Very funny, nymph. I knew you were a wrong’un ever since I let you come aboard from the Black Patch.’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t even the captain of this ship then!’ 
 
    ‘All details,’ Archie batted his hand at her. ‘Let’s get tied up.’ 
 
    We docked the ship and disembarked. Alorion and Archie remained behind to hold down the ship while I and my wives ascended the hill. 
 
    ‘This is it,’ I said, picking up the pace. ‘This is the place from my dream.’ 
 
    Fear should have slowed me down, but the desire to know what awaited me pushed me on. 
 
    The crumbling stone steps began as if from nowhere, grafted into the hillside. Grassy knolls and trees gave way to rocks and stone, and then I saw it. 
 
    The entrance. 
 
    ‘You know what awaits you.’ 
 
    The voice resonated through my mind suddenly. I couldn’t tell whether I had imagined it or Zagor had really spoken. 
 
    None of my wives reacted. 
 
    Just me. 
 
    The stone columns had been worn by the passage of time, but it didn’t take away from the sheer size of them. 
 
    This was the place. 
 
    I paused at the entrance and looked down into the tunnel. Darkness consumed everything no more than ten yards ahead. 
 
    The absolute unknown awaited me.  
 
    ‘We’ll be here waiting for you,’ Mariana assured me. 
 
    ‘If anything goes wrong, get out of here,’ I said. ‘Don’t risk yourselves on the chance that I might come back.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, you’re coming back,’ Lara assured me. ‘I’ll come down there and kill you a second time if you don’t.’ 
 
    I took one last look at my companions, inhaled one last breath of the clean air, and entered the tunnel. 
 
     
 
     
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Four 
 
      
 
    The tunnel sloped down into the dark at a sharp angle. It took only moments for the light to vanish completely. 
 
    I lit a torch and held the flickering light before me, letting it guide my way into the depths of the hill. 
 
    Each of my footsteps echoed along the descending tunnel, which continued to slope for some time before levelling out. 
 
    By the time it finally reached a straight and narrow stretch, I surmised that I was at least a hundred yards beneath the surface of the earth. 
 
    And yet the passage continued on. 
 
    More tunnel. More darkness. 
 
    Luckily for me there was only one path – the one that I was following. 
 
    No deviations, no offsets or sub-tunnels. 
 
    Just the passage ahead. 
 
    Fifty yards along the horizontal passage, a steady rumble shuddered through the hill. Pebbles and dust trickled down from the ceiling. 
 
    I had never been claustrophobic, but I suddenly understood how a man could find himself fearing such a thing. 
 
    The rumbling stopped and I rushed onward through the deathly silence. 
 
    At first I thought that it was just my footsteps echoing, but in the background I could hear something else. 
 
    It was the sound of a slow wind worming its way through the tunnels. 
 
    No whistling or whining, but a… Breathing? 
 
    I put out the torch and drew moonstalker from its sheath to light my way. 
 
    Macbeth had once said that he was so steeped in blood that it made no difference whether he carried on to the finish line or turned back – he was as deep as he was going to get. 
 
    Maybe I wasn’t steeped in the blood of betrayal, but I was damn-well steeped in danger. 
 
    I was close to the end of this tunnel. I could feel it. 
 
    And if the roof was going to come down, I would rather do it facing my enemy than running for my life. 
 
    My hunch was right. The tunnel began to widen, and the next thing I knew I was emerging into an open space. 
 
    Moonstalker’s light reached twenty yards around me, but as each of my footsteps echoed, I realized just how huge this place was. 
 
    The cavern I stood in must have ascended for at least fifty yards and spanned further in every direction. 
 
    The walls were a rocky, uneven stone that seeped with heat. 
 
    The rhythmic sound of the slow wind continued to rush by me, but there was no sign of my foe. 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ I said, my words repeating back to me in fading whispers. ‘Show yourself.’ 
 
    The echoes trailed and subsided, and as the very last remnant of their sound softened and vanished, a familiar voice spoke. 
 
    ‘Greetings, Hawthorne.’ 
 
    It was all around me, an implacable force in the dark. 
 
    I held moonstalker up firmly before myself, turning and searching the blackness for any sign of Zagor. 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Look up and meet your god, Hawthorne.’ 
 
    A bright light suddenly burst from the cavern wall ahead. I shielded my eyes from its glare and backed up quickly. 
 
    I dropped my arms and looked to the source of the light. 
 
    Lava suddenly spilled down the cavern walls, lighting up the humungous area. I was just an insignificant dot in this gigantic place, a tiny shred of life beneath millions of tons of rock and dirt and oozing molten lava. 
 
    The fire of the earth trickled like treacle in increasing abundance. It sloshed down around a rock formation, pooling in a large crevice at its feet. 
 
    A huge, looming shape suddenly shifted in the dark. Cracks wound their way through the rock like gigantic, rupturing scars. Lava seeped from them, pouring out down the walls of the cavern. 
 
    The lava’s light spilled onto the shape of the shifting rock formation embedded into the cavern’s side. 
 
    And then its shape became clear. 
 
    There were no legs – wherever the waist ended, the entity’s lower half receded into the wall of the cavern. Gigantic arms, a huge torso, a horned head jutting out, which finally looked up to greet me. 
 
    Fiery eyes ignited in its head, illuminating the vaguely humanoid features of the face. 
 
    A terror crept through me the likes of which I had never felt before. 
 
    ‘Zagor…?’ 
 
    The rocky creature shifted, stretching out its neck and raising its hands into curled fists before itself. A huge fiery smile appeared, and Zagor spoke. 
 
    ‘Hawthorne comes to meet his god at last.’ 
 
    The voice plumbed depths so low that dust crumbled from the cavern roof with each word. 
 
    This wasn’t the Zagor that I had seen emerging from the land of the wood-elves so long ago. 
 
    ‘What… What the hell are you?’  
 
    ‘This is what I have become. When this world and its little people deny me its spoils, I must become one with it. From here I see what the land sees, what the trees hear, what the rivers speak. And, oh my, how you have been busy, Hawthorne.’ 
 
    This was Zagor, but he had weakened considerably since I had last seen him. 
 
    I had seen this being destroy an entire tribal land simply because he was denied his dinner. 
 
    But now he was just a shade of his former self. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I said, steadying my voice. ‘I have been busy.’ 
 
    I tried to come to terms with the fact that I was being sarcastic to a demi-god. 
 
    ‘I did not think that you would survive long, but I underestimated you. And then you came into possession of that greatest of treasures that you now hold.’ 
 
    I tightened my grip on my weapon. 
 
    ‘How did you know about the agrarium?’ 
 
    ‘Do you not heed my words, Hawthorne? This husk of a body may be a failing, but to become one with the land means to sense its changes. I can sense when a great power shifts into the hands of someone who it should not. That most precious of stones that you acquired is not meant for you. 
 
    ‘Really I should be thanking you. I was sinfully bored with those little green things, running around with their spears and their rocks. Do you have any idea how long I was down there for? 164 years, with only wood-elf to dine on. 
 
    ‘But they kept feeding me, exactly when they were supposed to. As long as I was fed, I could not leave my cage. When you came along and denied me my sacrifice… Well, you set me free. 
 
    ‘At first I thought it a blessing. But I soon realized that without the sacrifices of you land beings, I was a powerless entity. I loathe that I need you, yet I do. To survive, I need sacrifices in my name. It is the only way for me to retain my strength. 
 
    ‘The centaurs did well. They were already accustomed to making sacrifices. I gave them great delights if only they would sign their sacrifices over to me. I was becoming stronger until you decided to stick your filthy nose where it didn’t belong. 
 
    ‘But I did not anticipate that you would acquire the blade at your side. It… Angered me. I used what strength I had to send those monstrous hordes to the surface in the hopes that they would do away with you, but with that weapon I knew that you could not be defeated so easily. 
 
    ‘So I changed my mind. I decided that I wanted you here, you see? For as my body rots and the dead arise, so too do I require sustenance to remove myself from the earth. You carry that very sustenance that I require in your hands.’ 
 
    I gripped moonstalker tighter than ever. 
 
    ‘That is the prize I seek. In the absence of sacrifices, I need its power to remove myself from this blasted cage of stone and molten iron. Beholden to the sacrifices of the people I sit in a gilded cage. Yet without those sacrifices I remain down here, clinging to the land for my remaining days, and those days are not long. 
 
    ‘But with that power that you hold, I can finally be free. I can rip myself not only from dependence on the earth but dependence on you… People. Give me it. Or the droves of the undead will continue to ravage your lands.’ 
 
    Zagor was locked firmly in his place against the rock wall. I glanced up at his huge form, the dying body of this demigod that had been lurking down here all this time, waiting for me. 
 
    But the strangest notion was still on my mind. 
 
    It was a universal truth that men were supposed to cower in the shadows of gods and demigods. 
 
    They were another class of being that looked down on the mortals of this world like playthings, and we were supposed to be at the mercy of these powerful entities. 
 
    But Zagor wasn’t powerful. He was weak, and he wasn’t holding all the cards. I had nothing to cower before. 
 
    And I really only had one answer for him. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ I started. ‘No…?’ 
 
    Zagor stared down at me, his eyes engulfed in flame. 
 
    ‘What did you say to me, human?’ 
 
    ‘No. I’m not giving you the agrarium. The way I see it, I’ve got two options. If I take the agrarium and leave you down here, then the undead keep arriving at our doorstep. That’s bad, but the alternative is worse. If I give you the agrarium you’re going to become all-powerful and kill me anyway. You know, for a demigod you’re really not that smart.’ 
 
    I had just insulted the intelligence of a dying half-god. 
 
    Every survival instinct in my head was telling me to turn on my heels and run. 
 
    But I had already evaluated the situation. 
 
    Zagor glared down at me. 
 
    ‘You dare defy me?!’ He shouted, the cavern rumbled terribly. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ I said, glancing around as the rumbling stopped. ‘Yeah, I guess. I know that you’re just going to kill me if I let you go. So why would I do that?’ 
 
    ‘You are mistaken. Why would I choose to end your life? I find you far too… Interesting. I do not doubt that you have many full days ahead of you in this world that you have found yourself in. 
 
    ‘I could have killed you already when you brought about my emergence from the land. I looked upon you. I could have crushed you like an insect. But for that very reason I chose to leave you be. And here we are, face to face once more.’ 
 
    ‘You found me interesting?’ I said. ‘You sent hordes of undead marching across the land because you were mad with me. My allies were put at risk, and now you’re feeling merciful because… What, because it suits you?’ 
 
    Zagor chuckled deeply, patronizingly. 
 
    ‘You mortals do amuse me. Stop talking and give me the sword.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but laugh. 
 
    ‘You know, we might be face to face now, but the difference between you and I is that I can leave this place. You’re stuck down here, waiting to perish in the dark.’ 
 
    ‘My body will last a thousand days more before I fall prey to death.’ 
 
    ‘You just told me that you didn’t have long for this world, and now you tell me that you can live another thousand days? I know you’re a mythical entity, but try to get your facts straight before holding me over a barrel. I’m done here.’ 
 
    I turned to go. 
 
    ‘Spare me your trifles, Hawthorne,’ Zagor chuckled. ‘A thousand days may be an age for you pathetic mortals, but to me it is but a blink in the annals of time. You will live in terror and fear as the buried dead of this world flock to your door every morning through a thousand days and nights.’ 
 
    I turned back to Zagor, gritting my teeth in anger and determination. 
 
    ‘Then we will fight the undead for a thousand days more,’ I growled. ‘We will burn their remains and fight them from our borders until not a single lost warrior is left in the wilds of this world. Why should I set you free? I think I’d rather have hordes of undead on my back than a pissed-off demigod.’ 
 
    Zagor chuckled, and the entire cavern shuddered lightly. 
 
    ‘Mortals. There must always be something in it for you.’ 
 
    ‘I think you mean every being ever.’ 
 
    ‘I can give you it all, Hawthorne. The centaurs sacrificed in my name. They cast souls against souls, and in return I gave their master the power of the earth’s fire.  
 
    ‘But that was when I was weak. Freed from this prison and with my energy properly restored, I would give you everything that you desired. Women, weapons, untold riches, and most important of all, power. You will lay waste to those who disobey you, and ravage their spoils and their lands across all of Agraria. 
 
    ‘It can all be yours, Hawthorne, as long as you kneel before me and sacrifice the heads of your enemies at my feet.’ 
 
    I took a long beat before looking down at moonstalker. 
 
    ‘Listen,’ I started. ‘That’s a mighty fine offer, and I reckon that most men in this world would jump at the prospect of having those things. Wealth, women, power… But, truth be told, I already have all of those things. My tribe is sitting on more gold and riches than we’ve ever had before. I share my bed with the six most loyal and beautiful women I’ve ever known, who make it their mission to please me in every way imaginable. And weapons?’ I cleared my throat with a frown and held up moonstalker. ‘This is kind of my ace of spades when it comes to all weapon improvements. So, no.’ 
 
    ‘But… I can give you it all. Not just that which you have, but everything! All of the women, all of the riches, all of the weapons. Just give me the agrarium!’ 
 
    ‘Maybe you can, Zagor. But there’s one part of that deal that just won’t cut it with me: there’s no way in hell that I’d bend the knee to a piece of shit tyrant. Looks like you’re shit out of luck, big guy.’ 
 
    ‘YOU DARE SPEAK THIS WAY TO A GOD?!?’ 
 
    The cavern rumbled harder than ever. Rocks the size of my fist began to slam down all around me. 
 
    I threw up my sword seconds before rough clods of stone and dirt began to slam down atop me. 
 
    The cavern finally settled once more, and I returned to Zagor. 
 
    My heart was pounding as another reminder of my situation sank in. 
 
    I over a hundreds yards underground, alone in the darkness with a pissed-off primordial entity. 
 
    But still… 
 
    ‘Maybe not to a god,’ I said firmly, ‘but you’re not a god. You’re a demigod. Half of a god. But let me tell you this.’ I took a few more steps closer to Zagor’s form, standing right at his feet. ‘I’d rather sweep back the undead from my borders night and day for the rest of my life than have my people bow down before you, demigod.’ 
 
    Zagor’s stony teeth gritted and gnashed against each other. Rocks fell from them and toppled down the surface of his body, landing all around me in the ground. 
 
    He was seething with rage, but his mouth slowly twisted into a smile. 
 
    ‘Do you know the difference between beings like you and I, Hawthorne?’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you’re going to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘I may be close to death, but I do not fear it. You beings, you cower under the weight of the darkness, you cry out for your mothers and clutch your precious stones in the hopes that you will be granted just a second longer, but not my kind. My purpose is to rule you beings, and that purpose is now lost. But the end of my being is approaching, and I must do what I can still to serve my purpose. 
 
    ‘And if there is one thing that I will gladly use my strength for in these final moments, it is turning this cave INTO YOUR TOMB!!!’ 
 
    A low, terrible grumble rose somewhere in the rocky gullet of Zagor’s body. 
 
    Its volume rose too quickly, and then- 
 
    ‘RAAAARRRHHH!!!’ 
 
    The impossible noise had nowhere to go. 
 
    Its echoes resounded everywhere, rocking the cavern and vibrating through my entire body. 
 
    A terrible ache bounded through my ear, and a warm trickle quickly rushed down my right ear. 
 
    Burst eardrum. 
 
    But that was the least of my problems. 
 
    A huge plume of lava exploded from behind Zagor, rippling down the sides of his body and trickling into the ground below in popping explosions of fire. 
 
    Zagor leaned forward and yelled out, struggling against the rock wall until his body tore from the surface in another pouring wave of lava. 
 
    I backed up sharply as boulders began to plummet down from the ceiling. 
 
    Zagor’s legless form slammed onto the cavern floor. His huge rock hands crashed into the ground, cracking the stone beneath them as he pressed into it for some semblance of a grip. 
 
    With a firm hold on it, he pulled himself towards me. 
 
    The exit was a long run right behind me. 
 
    I wouldn’t make it. 
 
    I had to fight. 
 
    ‘Come to me, you fucking mortal! I will see you crushed beneath the weight of this entire world!’ 
 
    The dying demigod was on me in no time. 
 
    With my form in range, he raised his hands from the ground and brought up a heavy hand like he was squatting a wingless fly. 
 
    I raised moonstalker over my head to shield myself from the strike. 
 
    CLANG. 
 
    A shockwave flew out from the point of contact, rocking me where I stood. 
 
    Zagor’s hand ricocheted off several yards, his arm falling to the side. 
 
    But he didn’t look pained. 
 
    He looked confused. 
 
    And instantly he came back for more. 
 
    CLANG-CLANG-CLANG. 
 
    I slashed out at Zagor’s batting hands as they come down on me one after the other. With each hit I could feel his hands becoming more worn under the pressure of the blade. 
 
    Huge gashes split through his hands, spurting lava that seeped onto the ground, pooling slowly towards me. 
 
    I jolted back as Zagor made another move straight for me. The cracking scars upon his rocky hands quickly closed up as the lava solidified, and he lunged for me again. 
 
    The whirring from moonstalker grew ever louder. 
 
    The blue sparks that spun from the blade suddenly began to coil around my hands. I could feel the power swelling up inside the blade 
 
    There was no pain, but a strange sensation coursed through my fingers. 
 
    I couldn’t open them, even if I wanted to – the sword was bound to me. 
 
    I hurried away from Zagor, arcing around the cave away from the exit. 
 
    Even if I could make it to the tunnel, the demigod’s thrashing would likely bring the cavern down on top of me. 
 
    ‘Stop running, mortal!’ 
 
    Zagor pressed his huge hands into the cavern floor and bent his arms, lowering his head to the ground like a gigantic lizard. 
 
    In a rising, guttural howl that croaked from his mouth, he suddenly burst up from the ground and hurled himself into the air. 
 
    His gigantic body flew into the middle of the cavern, aiming straight for me. 
 
    I didn’t have time to dodge left or right – only backwards. 
 
    I threw myself against the wall behind me just as Zagor slammed into the ground where I had been standing. 
 
    Dust clouded the air as he threw himself towards me. 
 
    He’s going to crush me alive against this wall. 
 
    I held moonstalker up before me, white-knuckling the handle just as the demigod’s hands met me. 
 
    ‘Give up, Hawthorne,’ Zagor chided, wrapping his hands around the agrarium blade and pushing against me. ‘This is a battle no mortal can win.’ 
 
    Moonstalker’s whirring escalated, its blue glow so bright that it shone through my foe’s rocky hands. 
 
    The demigod’s face fell from arrogance to confusion as he looked down at the sword. 
 
    I groaned out, my arms shaking with the strain, and- 
 
    ‘AGGHHH!!!’ 
 
    I ripped the sword clean from Zagor’s grasp, taking all of his stone fingers with me. 
 
    My enemy yelled wildly once more. 
 
    Lava spilled from the holes, quickly rushing to the ground. 
 
    I had no way out but up. 
 
    I leaped forwards and landed atop one of Zagor’s boulder-hands, dodging the lava by mere inches before racing up his arm. 
 
    ‘Where do you think you’re going?!’ 
 
    I hurried up the demigods arm until I reached his shoulders, where I found a small jut of rock to grab onto. 
 
    ‘Games, is it?’ 
 
    Zagor swept madly at his back with his boulder-hands, the holes already seizing up with rocky patches. 
 
    He thrashed hard against my presence. 
 
    I could only hold on for dear life. 
 
    He couldn’t reach me, but I couldn’t get a clear shot at his head. 
 
    Zagor staggered on his hands back to the cavern wall, turning his body before hurling himself towards it. 
 
    I leaped into the air seconds before his body struck it, bounding up from his shoulders and flying through the lava-lit abyss of the cavern. 
 
    I yearned out and grabbed for a ledge, pulling myself up onto it and readying myself. 
 
    ‘You think you can hide from me up there, Hawthorne? My body may be dying, but this is my kingdom, and there is nowhere to HIDE!!!’ 
 
    On the last word Zagor’s mouth went wide. A bright orange light swelled in his stony gullet and suddenly a stream of lava erupted from his mouth, coming straight towards me. 
 
    My mind flashed with the mad face of Tyrelus as he had done just this back at the centaur land. 
 
    I threw myself forward, landing hard on another rocky platform just as the stream of lava hit the patch of wall right behind me. 
 
    Zagor ceased with his spewing of lava and dragged himself to the cavern wall below me. He slammed his boulder-hands into the wall and pulled himself upright, desperate to get at me once more. 
 
    ‘You think you can do this forever?’ 
 
    His hand slammed into the platform I stood on, destroying a chunk of it. 
 
    I thrust moonstalker down into his hand, slicing it open. I drove the blade hard into the boulder, roaring with the strain before pulling it free. 
 
    The whir of moonstalker was almost deafening, the light coming from the sword blinding. 
 
    His other hand came back at me. 
 
    I slammed the sword once more, feeling the blade catch and become stuck. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Not so clever now!’ 
 
    Zagor ripped his hand back through the air, pulling me and the sword with it away from the platform. 
 
    He swung his hand in an arc, the sword eventually pulling free. 
 
    I hurtled through the air, begging for somewhere to land. 
 
    My uncontrollable flight path ended sharply as I suddenly struck a sharp jutting rock that tore through the skin over my ribs. 
 
    I screamed out in pain before falling – but only for two yards. 
 
    I landed on a small platform just above the lava waterfall that Zagor had created in ripping himself from the cavern wall. 
 
    The heat of the molten rock below swelled incredibly. 
 
    My enemy glared up at me from below. 
 
    ‘Enough of these games,’ he mocked. ‘Let us finish this, once and for all. That weapon is not meant for your hands. It will crack your heart like glass.’ 
 
    Moonstalker whirred wildly in my grasp… And its sound was escalating. 
 
    The blue sparks of the agrarium wound their way up my arms. 
 
    A strange pain began to resonate through me. 
 
    A powerful pain. 
 
    The sound of the agrarium suddenly quietened. 
 
    I could no longer feel the pain, feel the heat of the lava or the stifling air of the cave. 
 
    I opened my eyes. 
 
    My vision was filled with a blue light that covered everything. 
 
    I looked down at my body. My entire form was glimmering with the same blue energy that swirled and raced through my veins, illuminating my skin. 
 
    I looked down at my foe in the cavern below. 
 
    For the first time, Zagor’s fiery eyes resembled something close to disbelief. 
 
    ‘No… Impossible…’ 
 
    ‘You better believe it, you half-god son-of-a-bitch.’ 
 
    I roared out a tremendous battle cry as I plummeted through the cavern. 
 
    Zagor, ever-defiant, roared out and lunged towards me. 
 
    Even though my ears were ringing, even though my vision was clouded with blue, even though the sparks covering my skin had become burning cracks that cut through me, my aim remained true to the last. 
 
    I slammed the blade into Zagor’s chest as he collided with me. 
 
    WHOMP. 
 
    A shockwave exploded out from the collision point. 
 
    Rip-roaring energy burst all around me. I felt my body struck by the invisible surge of the shockwave, thrown like a ragdoll through the emptiness of the cavern. 
 
    I hit the ground hard, the wind knocking from me. 
 
    That fall must have been thirty yards… How am I not dead? 
 
    Something told me the power of the agrarium pulsing through me had something to do with it. This was the power of the gods.  
 
    But it was a blessing and a curse. 
 
    My body was failing me. Zagor had been right about one thing. 
 
    This wasn’t power that was meant for a mortal. 
 
    I coughed and spluttered on the cavern floor as my lungs filled with the rocky dust collapsing from the hill. 
 
    The threat of Zagor, wherever he was, had gone silent. 
 
    It was just me. 
 
    Right now my failing body was taking control of my mind. 
 
    There’s no way I can move. 
 
    But I didn’t have any interest in what my body was telling me. 
 
    The cavern was coming down. 
 
    I didn’t have time to pass out. 
 
    I staggered to my feet, my ears ringing and vision still blurred with blue. 
 
    Looking behind me, I found the remains of Zagor. He was a charred husk of rock, his stone corpse steaming. The fiery light in his eyes had extinguished, and his mouth was gaping open, unmoving. 
 
    Boulders slammed down to the cavern floor as the entire hill rumbled. 
 
    I took a few steps towards the tunnel and immediately dropped to my knees. 
 
    Moonstalker’s light had gone out, but a blue light was still glowing. 
 
    I looked to my arms and saw a repressed light glowing beneath the sleeves of my overshirt. The moment I slid the sleeves up, the glow emanated aggressively from my body. 
 
    More cracks had broken through my skin like my body was made of stone. 
 
    No blood seeped from me – just the light of the agrarium. 
 
    The cracks were beginning to spread over my body, already working their way to my shoulders. 
 
    ‘No,’ I grunted out. ‘I am not dying down here…’ 
 
    The pain was excruciating, but I couldn’t just lie down and take it. 
 
    Before long the cracks would be working their way across my entire body, and then I wouldn’t be able to move at all. 
 
    I pushed from the ground and forced myself onward to the tunnel, leaving behind the crumbling cavern and the dead demi-god in my wake.

  

 
   
    Chapter Twenty-Five 
 
      
 
    Move…. Just keep moving. 
 
    Rocks struck the ground behind me with ever-increasing frequency and ever-louder thuds. 
 
    What little light was ahead of me was blurred and clouded by the dust rattling down from the cavern roof. 
 
    MOVE. 
 
    The dust became so thick on the air that all the light eventually faded. 
 
    All the light save for that which was spilling from the cracks cutting through my skin. 
 
    Moonstalker had drained completely, now looking like nothing more than a regular blade of dull steel. 
 
    My body felt like it was collapsing in on itself. 
 
    But the faces of my wives flashed through my mind. 
 
    Lara’s laugh, Santana’s flowing red hair, Ariadne’s luscious body, Talia’s devilish smile, Elera’s glistening eyes, and Mariana’s golden skin and masterful lips. 
 
    They were out there, waiting for me, praying to whoever or whatever was listening that I would make it out. 
 
    And at the thought of them, at the thought of my safe home and my beautiful, loyal women, only one thought ran through my mind. 
 
    I am not dying here. 
 
    Maybe at the gates to this hellhole, maybe on the deck of my ship, maybe in my own bed surrounded by my women. 
 
    But not here. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and pressed onward. Pebbles began to trickle on my head and shoulders like rain. 
 
    One hand on my sword. One hand covering my head. 
 
    Move. 
 
    The blue light bore down from my arm overhanging my head like some devil’s halo. 
 
    A huge rock struck my forearm, so heavy that it sloped off my skin with a grating scrape. 
 
    I staggered, feeling the bone fracture in my arm alongside the snap. 
 
    Pain should have shook me to my knees, but it was nothing compared to the excruciating cracks racing over my skin. 
 
    And then the light appeared at the end of the tunnel. 
 
    Am I dead? 
 
    No… The way out. 
 
    I scrambled up the incline. The rumbling behind me escalated terribly. 
 
    The path was finally caving in. 
 
    ‘JACK!!!’ 
 
    The blue cracks upon my skin pulsed, and I broke into the hardest run I could manage. 
 
    ‘It’s going to blow! Everybody get back!’ 
 
    Captain Archie’s voice bellowed somewhere up ahead of me. 
 
    There was so much dust before me that I was running blind now. 
 
    It caked the air. 
 
    The roof was about to come down on top of me. 
 
    Darkness. 
 
    And then- 
 
    ‘ARRGHHH!!!’ 
 
    I hurled myself forward with no thought for where I would land or what might await me. 
 
    I slammed into the ground surrounded by swirling white dust that clouded the air and burrowed into my eyes. 
 
    Coughing hard, I squinted through the haze and saw that the dust had turned from black to white. 
 
    No, not changed color – the light had changed. 
 
    I made it. 
 
    As the dust settled on the hillside, the silhouettes of my companions appeared all around me. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    I was quickly surrounded by my women. I smiled gratefully as they supported me to my feet. 
 
    ‘You’re okay!’ Talia shouted. 
 
    ‘I knew you would be,’ Mariana smiled. 
 
    I managed to smile at them all. It was genuine. 
 
    But it was all I could manage before biting the dust. 
 
    I fell from their grasp, the weight of my body suddenly proving too much. 
 
    The last thing I clearly remembered was the multitude of caring hands turning me over onto my back, the dust falling around me like snow, the blue skies of Agraria shining overhead. 
 
    The night reigned. I was formless, swirling in the dark just as I had been during my dream with Zagor. 
 
    ‘Bring a gurney!’ 
 
    ‘I don’t have a damned gurney, maiden!’ 
 
    ‘Then we make one!’ 
 
    My body shuddered and shook. I descended, then floated, and voices of terror quaked through my ears and into my mind like burrowing parasites of withheld horrors. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, Jack. We’re going to get you back…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods, his skin… What do we do?!’ 
 
    ‘His heart is beating too fast. We need to do something to slow it down.’ 
 
    ‘We need Jeremiah.’ 
 
    ‘He’s hours away.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care!’ 
 
    I slipped out of this world. Time passed. I had no idea how long. 
 
    Briefly I registered the taste of milk and the sound of passing voices. 
 
    ‘This is not what moonseed is designed for… Nor this dose.’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. If we don’t slow his heart rate somehow, then…’ 
 
    ‘And the cracks in his skin? The light… Oh gods, they’re getting worse…’ 
 
    Your heart will crack like glass. 
 
    Silence. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Wake up, tribe master.’ 
 
    My eyes flickered open to the blue skies. 
 
    I no longer felt like my body was about to explode. 
 
    In fact, I felt better than ever. 
 
    I pushed to my feet and glanced around, expecting to see my wives and my people, my treehouse home and my land. 
 
    Instead I found myself standing on a forest pathway flanked by high pine trees on either side. 
 
    Flaming torches were mounted into the ground by the path, offering a route through the trees to… Somewhere. 
 
    Where the hell am I? 
 
    But this wasn’t the most bizarre thing. 
 
    The first was that the pathway didn’t seem to lead anywhere behind me. It was as if I had just landed here. 
 
    The second was me. I was no longer wearing my usual adventurer’s clothes, and moonstalker was gone. 
 
    I was wearing my old flight suit, the very same one that I had been wearing when I had arrived in Agraria. 
 
    No stubble on my cheeks. My hair was different too – neat and clean-cut. 
 
    What the hell…? 
 
    An echoing song reached me through the woods, barely audible on the light breeze that rustled over the lone leaves clinging to stray twigs. 
 
    It was choral and heavenly, almost trance-like, soothing voices on reverberating harp notes. 
 
    Is this a fever dream? What the hell is going on? 
 
    I traversed the path through the trees until I reached a small grove among the forest. It was a heavenly scene, filled with orange trees and a large well in the center. 
 
    But I wasn’t alone. 
 
    Facing away from me, standing before the well, was a lone figure. It faced away from me, shrouded in a large cloak clipped to a hood, standing around five or six feet, and was humanoid in shape. 
 
    I moved to grab my sword at my waist but found it missing. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Wait… I’m in my flight suit. Maybe I’ve got my gun… 
 
    I reached into the folds of my suit, but no luck. 
 
    I was unarmed, and totally open to attack. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ I called out. ‘Do you know what’s happening?’ 
 
    The figure didn’t move or react in any way. 
 
    Oh no… 
 
    Briefly the possibility occurred to me. 
 
    Am I dead? Is this the afterlife? 
 
    I had no idea what was going on, and with seemingly nothing to lose, I decided to go for broke. 
 
    I entered the grove and meandered towards the well and the mysterious figure at the center. A few yards from it, I drew to a halt. 
 
    ‘Excuse me? Do you know where I am?’ 
 
    No answer. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    The hooded figure stopped what they were doing and raised their head, turning around slowly to face me. 
 
    Their face was still shrouded in shadow beneath their hood, and a cowl patterned with elaborate markings in a language I had never seen covered their mouth and nose. 
 
    ‘You are close to death, tribe master. You have put your body through too much. You require medicine that you and your people do not have.’ 
 
    The voice was like a silk sheet simmering on the air. It definitely belonged to a woman, that much I could tell. 
 
    ‘So… I’m not dead?’ 
 
    The woman sighed deeply, then said: 
 
    ‘Not yet.’ 
 
    I could hear the smile on her voice. It wasn’t one of sadistic happiness, though. 
 
    It was one of knowing. 
 
    ‘So… What do I do?’ 
 
    ‘You must risk yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I just killed a demi-god,’ I scoffed. ‘No offence, but it seems like I’ve already risked myself enough.’ 
 
    ‘But you are not just you, are you? You are also your tribe, the thing you care for more than anything else – even your own life.’ 
 
    ‘… How do you know this about me? Who are you?’ Then the obvious notion struck me. ‘You’re a figment of my imagination, aren’t you? This is just some buried part of myself telling me about things I already know.’ 
 
    ‘I am no figment, tribe master. I am here to tell you that help is coming. When it does come, you must decide whether to take it or not.’ 
 
    The woman took a calm, steady step towards me, stopping just inches from my face. The floral smell emanating from her was like a heavenly perfume, indulgent yet intoxicating in the best of ways. 
 
    ‘Now…’ She whispered, bringing a hand to my cheek and stroking my jawline with her soft, gentle fingers. ‘Wake – up!’ 
 
    She swiftly clocked me straight in the nose. 
 
    It was so fast that I didn’t even see her draw her fist back. 
 
    I flew back suddenly, travelling hundreds of yards in seconds, hurtling away from the grove and smashing through trees and shrubbery. 
 
    The grove and the surrounding forest vanished, becoming a platform in the air that I plummeted from the edge of and down into endless dark. 
 
    I was falling through completely empty space. 
 
    ‘Ahhh!!!’ 
 
    I shuddered awake suddenly. 
 
    I was back in my bed in my treehouse. 
 
    Santana and Talia were at my side, leaning over me. 
 
    ‘Jack? Are you okay?’ 
 
    I went to open my mouth, but all that emerged were garbled sounds. 
 
    And then the reality of what had happened to my body came rushing back. 
 
    My skin seared with pain. My insides ached brutally.  
 
    ‘We need more moonseed,’ Talia said. 
 
    ‘We’ve already given him so much,’ Mariana replied. ‘I don’t know if his body can take any more.’ 
 
    I groaned out as a gut-wrenching chain of nausea struck. I writhed with the pain, but my simple movements only made everything so much worse. 
 
    The cracks in my skin were still there, and there blue glow had dulled. 
 
    Now they were tinged with blackness. 
 
    Every time I moved they splintered with pain. My skin felt like it had turned to wood. With every movement and twist, the cracks stretched and lengthened. 
 
    All I could do was lie still. 
 
    ‘There must be something else that we can give him.’ 
 
    ‘Jeremiah has tried everything. No medicine we have seems to provide any effect on the wounds. They just keep… Growing.’ 
 
    A silent despair fell over the room. 
 
    Everything had been tried. 
 
    I was a lost cause. 
 
    A sound of commotion came from outside. One of the red xevea beaks suddenly called out, and calls to arms followed. 
 
    ‘That can’t be another attack of the undead,’ Lara said, quickly drawing her bow. 
 
    ‘The call comes from only one direction,’ Talia said, rushing to the door and searching the land. ‘Our traps are in place. Let us wait and see.’ 
 
    I was at my weakest now. This wasn’t the time for us to come under attack. 
 
    Lara was right; it couldn’t have been the undead. 
 
    Which meant that it was an unknown force. 
 
    And if this unknown force happened to have any semblance of organization, we would be wide open. 
 
    My wives were all at the ready to defend our land to the end. 
 
    But it shouldn’t have been that way. 
 
    It should have been me doing it. 
 
    My weak state made me swell with anger. 
 
    I was useless, and I knew that I was dying. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Talia continued. ‘Alorion is coming.’ 
 
    Panting breaths and pattering footsteps sounded outside, and Alorion’s voice suddenly followed. 
 
    ‘Jack, someone is outside – they say that they wish to speak with you.’ 
 
    ‘Who is it?’ Lara asked, instinctively reaching over her shoulder and twirling the fletching of an arrow. 
 
    ‘We don’t know. They won’t remove their hood.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just one person?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. They say that they will speak to you alone. That they want to help… They… They know you by name.’ 
 
    Help is coming. 
 
    ‘Mmm…’ Was all I could manage – and a stifled nod. 
 
    ‘Is it really okay for us to take him out there?’ Santana said. ‘Our husband is weak, the open air may not be a safe place for him. And to bring him in front of a stranger?’ 
 
    ‘He still has breath in his lungs to give commands,’ Lara said. ‘His body may be hurt but his mind is not. We must trust his decision.’ 
 
    As I was lifted from the bed onto a gurney, I couldn’t decide whether being lucid and aware of my surroundings was better than being in that strange dreamworld with the hooded figure. 
 
    Here I was alive, awake, sure of what was happening around me was real. 
 
    But at least back there, there wasn’t any crippling pain. 
 
    I groaned out as the cracks in my skin splintered further with the slightest movements. 
 
    ‘It’s okay, Jack,’ Santana said, trying to command a strong tone but an unmistakable whimper rising on the back of her voice. She cupped a soft, tender hand to my cheek and rubbed her gentle fingers across my skin. ‘You’re going to be okay…’ 
 
    Both she and I knew that she had no idea whether that was true, but it was the most that she could offer me right now. 
 
    And that was all I could ever ask for from one of the loves of my life. 
 
    My six wives shared my weight easily with their battle-hardened strength and smoothed out the journey. 
 
    They followed Alorion out the door and down the steps, heading slowly across the land. 
 
    I allowed my eyes a hint of light and squinted to open them. 
 
    It was a beautiful sunset evening; the sky was bathed in a spectrum of purple shades, shimmering through the wisps of cloud that hung above. 
 
    All around me I could feel the presence of my many citizens. They were used to a strong leader – and I was used to being that leader. 
 
    But now I was more helpless than ever. 
 
    I aspired to become the leader that ruled over this land, but now I was at death’s door, and that door was creeping open. 
 
    My wives eventually set me down upon something at waist-height that I couldn’t see, likely a table that had been brought out. 
 
    ‘Let them in,’ Alorion called over to the satyrs and the fox-people. They promptly removed the bar from the gates and wrenched it open. 
 
    My people fell silent as the figure entered our land. 
 
    Crossing that precipice as an outsider was a statement all in itself. 
 
    Allies were welcome. 
 
    The unknowns needed to tread lightly. 
 
    With us or against us. No grey areas. 
 
    But if my dream was anything to go by, a grey area was exactly where this mysterious visitor resided. 
 
    They promised help – but I had no idea who they were, or where their allegiances resided. 
 
    The gates swung wide. 
 
    The figure stood confidently at the entrance, alone. She – I could only assume it was a she – was wearing the same cloak, hood and cowl as she had been in my dream. 
 
    Behind her stood a pony and a cart. 
 
    That was all. 
 
    She stood perfectly still for a moment, observing us. 
 
    Then, with the lightest and most graceful steps I had ever seen a person take, she entered our land. 
 
    She stopped just inside the gates. I could hear swords and arrows being readied all around me. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ Alorion asked dutifully. ‘A travelling merchant? You don’t appear to have much in your cart if that’s the case.’ 
 
    ‘Unless she’s buying,’ Santana commented. 
 
    ‘She can buy an arrow,’ Lara growled, raising her bow. ‘Pose any threat and this head will go between your eyes before you can blink.’ 
 
    ‘A spear to the gut wouldn’t go amiss either,’ Mariana commented, readying her weapon like a javelin. 
 
    The mysterious figure sighed deeply. 
 
    ‘I have no intention of causing your master any harm, nor any of your people.’ 
 
    I knew that voice – it was the same voice from my dream. 
 
    ‘Then lower your hood,’ Lara ordered. ‘Guarantees of peace don’t bode well when the speaker chooses to mask their appearance.’ 
 
    ‘Very well,’ the woman sighed. 
 
    At the edge of my vision I saw her pull down her hood. 
 
    Gasps quickly rose from my citizens, and more than a few from my wives. 
 
    ‘You,’ Mariana whispered. ‘You’re her.’ 
 
    I managed to focus my vision for a few seconds, clearing the blur and laying my eyes on this mysterious woman. 
 
    The bright purple eyes were unmistakable. 
 
    It was the fae from the centaur prison cells, the very one that had marked my cheek and saved my wives. 
 
    ‘This man of yours is sick,’ she spoke gracefully. ‘He will not last much longer before the unnatural power within him takes his soul. You must allow him to come with me if you wish for him to live.’ 
 
    A great silence fell over my companions. 
 
     ‘We don’t even know who you are,’ Lara said, ever-confrontational. 
 
    ‘She was a prisoner on the land of the centaurs,’ Mariana quickly filled in. ‘She helped us fight back, but she took off once the battle was over. That still doesn’t remove from the question, though…’ 
 
    Alorion and my wives quickly conferred before returning to address her. 
 
    ‘You may have allied with us against the centaurs,’ Ariadne said. ‘But you can’t simply expect us to put our tribe master under your care. We have no idea as to your motives. Your very presence here speaks of mystery.’ 
 
    The fae took a step forward. Several bowstrings were immediately tightened from several directions, all pointed at the fae. 
 
    I couldn’t see them from my weakened position, but I could hear them. 
 
    It didn’t deter her; she took several more steps before ceasing. 
 
    ‘I will answer none of your questions. I seek nothing from your people, but you seek everything from me. Either way, only the truth matters; this man will die soon if you do not act, and I am the only path that leads to his survival. 
 
    ‘You have two options: allow me to take your tribe master, or leave him here and allow him to die. There is perhaps dignity in the latter, but no sense. The choice is yours – or your master’s if he is capable of making it.’ 
 
    All eyes turned to me. I could sense them, every pair of them looking down upon me. 
 
    I knew that I had a choice to make. 
 
    If I didn’t do anything I was going to die. I could feel my body giving way to the crippling power within me. 
 
    Through the fever that gripped my body and mind, I managed two words. 
 
    ‘Trust… Her…’ 
 
    That simple utterance felt like it had drained any energy I had managed to reserve since the battle with Zagor. 
 
    I couldn’t speak, and therefore couldn’t give any further commands. 
 
    All I could do was trust my companions to make the right decision. 
 
    They lifted me upon the gurney and carried me onward, following the fae out of the gates and placing me upon something higher up. 
 
    I quickly realized that I was in the back of the pony-drawn cart, which the fae prepped before turning to my companions. 
 
    ‘Do not follow me. If I garner any hint of pursuit, I shall not hesitate to abandon him in the wilds.’ 
 
    ‘But when will you return with him?’ Talia asked. 
 
    The fae didn’t answer. 
 
    Murmurs abounded among my companions. They knew that there was nothing else they could do.  
 
    She was our only option. 
 
    The voices of my wives, my advisors and my closest companions began to fade, and soon all I could hear were the ticking wheels of the cart that carried me, and the songs of the birds in the trees. 
 
    As the horse pulled me onwards, the fae moved close to the side of the cart and looked down upon me. 
 
    ‘You must conserve your energy, tribe master,’ the fae said, removing a vial of swirling orange liquid from her inventory and swallowing it with a single gulp. ‘This will calm your mind and body, and keep you strong for the journey ahead. You should be fine… With a little luck…’ 
 
    The fae leaned over me and smiled widely. 
 
    She took a deep breath and opened her mouth, breathing out over me. 
 
    Instead of the air from her lungs, orange clouds filled the air before me. 
 
    I couldn’t help but breathe it in. 
 
    The scent and taste were indulgently sweet, even more than moonseed. It filled my lungs in abundance. 
 
    The effects of the strange elixir set in quickly. I felt myself able to form some words, but at the same time slipping suddenly into a slumber. 
 
    I fought it hard, desperate to know my fate. 
 
    ‘Where…’ I managed, ‘… Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere safe,’ the fae smiled. ‘Now hush, tribe master. It is time to rest.’ 
 
    The fae began to hum a haunting tune. Against its sound, whispers circled in the forest all around. 
 
    She continued humming to herself as I slipped into the abyss of unconsciousness. 
 
    Darkness.
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