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    Chapter One 
 
    Keys to the Kingdom 
 
    Everything rested on this. If I made it, I would win everything. 
 
    ‘This is for the gold. The shot’s lined up. You’ve got this…’ 
 
    I rotated the paper football with my thumb, holding it in place with my index finger. My other hand was at the ready, my middle finger shaking… 
 
    The tension built and my finger released, snapping forward and striking the paper. It spun forward from the counter, hurtling on to the closest table and flying through the space between two coffee mugs that I may or may not have set up deliberately half an hour prior. 
 
    ‘Boom!’ I called out, fist bumping the air, ‘and Kit Jones nails the shot, the crowd going wild!’ I looked about the coffee house, not a soul in sight. ‘If there even was a crowd… Not that I’d actually want anybody to see me doing this.’ 
 
    What my bosses had been thinking keeping the coffee house I worked at open until 10pm was beyond me, but I wasn’t exactly complaining. During the day I might have been kept constantly busy, but at night I was nothing more than a glorified watchman. Thursdays were supposed to be jazz and reading nights, but those two things didn’t really appeal to the populous of the sleepy town of Chesterfield. 
 
    I had returned to Chesterfield after my three-year stint at college while I looked for a job, but like most of my graduate buddies that notion had pretty much gone out the window. Now I was saving up in an effort to move to the West Coast and get a job in aerospace engineering, and the only way to do that was to take on as many extra shifts as I could. 
 
    Which resigned me to playing one-man football with a piece of paper. 
 
    That said, I had always been pretty good at keeping myself amused. I had never even met my mom, and my dad was… Somewhere. Alive, that I knew, but not where. Not that I cared. It was my grandfather who had done the real work up until I left for college. He was old-fashioned but relaxed – a hardass at times but always willing to let me do my own thing. I watched the guy pass in the summer after my first year, where he made me promise not to mourn for him. I had resigned that to being a product not of himself, but of how he wanted me to be; willing to be my own man and to take loss on the chin like a man should, and to stand straight back up after it hit you. 
 
    I cried after, in private and only for a few minutes. Then I got up and went straight back to work. 
 
    He had left me the apartment that we had shared since I was a kid, but he still owed a few back-payments on it – I sold the place off for the cash that I could keep and bought a much smaller apartment in town that could keep me going and be my own until I moved, putting the first part of my plan in place. 
 
    Until then, I would keep serving up the double-mocha-frappa-lacca-cinnos until the dollars and cents added up to enough to make the move, while setting up my next penalty shot with my paper football. 
 
    ‘You staying busy there, rookie?’ 
 
    My finger jolted out of place, hitting the paper at its folded edge and sending it flying off into a darkened sectioned beneath a table halfway across the coffee house. I turned sharply to see Helena leaning against the stairs that led up to the storeroom above us. She worked the busy 12-6pm shift with me when the lunch break locals and the after-work patrons came wandering in for their elaborate drinks condensed with their weekly allowance of sugar. 
 
    She was 5”3, a sharp contrast to my looming height seeing as I stood around a foot taller than her – but that didn’t mean she wasn’t a handful. She was petite and slender with flowing black hair and a flawless face that bore a perpetually flirtatious expression. 
 
    ‘No, I was just, uhh…’ 
 
    ‘Hey, don’t worry about it. My ways to kill time are way more boring than yours, evidently.’ 
 
    ‘Why, what do you do?’ 
 
    ‘Count ceiling tiles, tap-dance… See how many of the dipping cookies I can eat in an hour without making myself ill.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d give me a run for my money.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that…’ 
 
    She sauntered to the edge of the counter in her tight black jeans and a white vest, her bag resting on her back as she leaned over the ledge and gazed over at me. 
 
    ‘How long’s it been now? Since you started, I mean?’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ 
 
    ‘No, the invisible man standing behind you. Yes, you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know… Four months, I think.’ 
 
    ‘How’s the money-saving going?’ 
 
    ‘Decently, although it’s gonna take another year for me to at least get where I need. And that also assumes I live like a freaking monk until then, living off noodles like some kind of nomad.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t sound that bad,’ she laughed, ‘hey, if you want, I could even buy you a brown gown, rope belt… Hell, I’ll even pay for a bowl cut and a bald patch on top of your head so you can get that authentic monk-look.’ 
 
    ‘And I’ll go ahead and add that on my list of fastest ways to not get laid.’ 
 
    ‘Not that you need any help with that.’ 
 
    ‘Where the hell did that come from?’ I laughed. 
 
    ‘Kidding, kidding,’ Helena laughed, ‘I’m sure you got around plenty at college, especially with an ass like that.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m not gonna brag.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to, believe me,’ she winked at me, kicking back from the counter and heading towards the door. ‘Well, it’ll be a sad day when you go, even if it is a year from now. I’ll be here a lot longer, no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Really? You don’t want to do anything else?’ 
 
    ‘I want to travel one day, but I’m not like you. Can’t hold on to my money. But if you ever wanna warm these Autumn nights drop by my place. I don’t mix work and play, but for you I might make an exception.’ 
 
    She turned, shooting me a look up and down over her shoulder before pushing out of the door, the bell ringing in response, before she headed off down the street, her hips swaying back and forth in time with her steps. 
 
    I exhaled deeply, puffing out my cheeks and collapsing against the counter, bowing my head against it. 
 
    ‘I don’t mix work and play,’ I repeated, shaking my head. I used to look at men whose empires had crumbled because they had messed around with women who weren’t their wives and used to wonder how they hell they could be tempted so easily, but my grandfather had cleared that one up for me too. 
 
    ‘A man may carry out actions that he thinks are his own, but a woman has access to him in a way that none of his advisors or yes-men do – she can guide him from behind-the-scenes, from his bedroom and his chambers. Just look at Lady Macbeth. If it weren’t for her, Macbeth wouldn’t have done a damned thing.’ 
 
    Maybe it wasn’t the same thing, but I understood exactly what he meant when he told me a few years back. 
 
    Considering the amount of time I spent working I rarely had time to socialise outside of work, and the dry spell that I had been going through since coming back to Chesterfield was sometimes way too much for me, but when you spend all day with somebody, which often occurs at work, these things can happen. 
 
    But I was determined for them not too – if anything went awry I could get fired from this job, and work opportunities weren’t exactly abundant in a town as quiet as this one. 
 
    Setting aside my next paper football I returned to the cappuccino machine, snatching up my cloth and getting to work on polishing its chrome exterior. It didn’t need to be done, but I couldn’t score fake goals forever; something remotely productive had to fill my time. 
 
    I had been humming along to the smooth jazz playing in the background and working away at the machine for several minutes when the bell rang at the door again. 
 
    ‘You forget something?’ I smirked, continuing with my polishing as I waited for Helena’s voice to call out. 
 
    ‘Pardon me?’ 
 
    I halted in my tracks before rotating like a ballerina in a music box to face the door. 
 
    Instead of Helena, a suit-clad man stood in the darkened doorway, looking up from a crumpled piece of paper in his hand. 
 
    ‘Sorry…’ I said quickly. ‘Sorry, I thought you were somebody else, sir.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, right… It’s no harm.’ He moved a little closer into the low fairy lights of the shop, stumbling past chairs and beanbags. At first I thought he was drunk, but in actuality he was just a little dishevelled thanks to the light breeze and pattering rain that had started up outside. His overcoat was stained with water, as well as his balding head. He was in his mid-50s, stooped shoulders, with a look on his face that said while I don’t like my job, I’ve been doing it for so long that I wouldn’t know any other life. 
 
    ‘What can I get for you?’ I said, putting on my customer-service voice. ‘We’ve got a weekly deal. Two bucks for an extra-large slice of cake when it’s bought with any large coffee.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not here to buy actually. I’m here looking for someone. Do you know a… Kitrington Oliver Jones?’ 
 
    I cringed instinctively at the sound of my full first name. A million insults from grade school came flying back to me in a single moment. I took an extended blink to revel in them, just for a second, then to ditch them from my thoughts. 
 
    Cry me a river, right? 
 
    But when I had gotten over that brief hiccup, it wasn’t what my mind had decided to settle on. It was the fact that my first name had been said in the first place. Nobody knew my first name in its complete state. I only ever signed it on official forms. 
 
    ‘That’s me,’ I said slowly, setting my cloth down like a bartender in the old west and leaning against the counter to look across suspiciously at the man. ‘What’s this about…? Look, if this has something to do with the $4 in library fines that I never paid back after leaving college then I can pay it right now, just don’t throw me in the can…’ 
 
    I said it sarcastically, but the last thing I wanted was to get in trouble with the government. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ the man laughed, ‘it’s nothing bad. It’s actually very good. I’m from Maxwell and Caulson. We’re a law firm. I represent the estate of a Ms Doreen Hunt. Did you know her?’ 
 
    ‘No-o-o. Although I know the name Hunt.’ 
 
    ‘You do?’ 
 
    ‘It was my mother’s maiden name. Only time I’ve ever heard it, but I guess it could have belonged to somebody else.’ 
 
    ‘It could, but in this case it doesn’t. Ms Hunt is your grandmother.’ 
 
    ‘My… What? My grandmother?’ 
 
    ‘On your mother’s side, yes. I take it you didn’t know her.’ 
 
    ‘I was raised by my grandfather on my Dad’s side. Never met my mom, and I don’t remember my dad. My grandpa didn’t seem to want to remember him either, and I knew he didn’t want me to ask, so I never did. But I don’t know a thing about my mom’s side.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m sorry to inform you, but she recently passed away.’ 
 
    I took a deep heaving breath, trying to take it all in. I hadn’t even met this woman, but I still felt an encroaching sadness hit me. My family had been scattered about beyond belief since I was a kid, and with my grandpa gone, even with the independence that I had carried with me for as long as I could remember, I still felt alone. 
 
    Now a person who I hadn’t even known was a part of my family was gone too. 
 
    But, just like the ones that had come before it, it was a feeling that I had learned to quickly set aside in order to get back to the present moment. 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said slowly. ‘So why have you come to me? I’m sure she has other relatives that know her better than I do.’ 
 
    ‘Unfortunately not. You were the only one we could track down.’ 
 
    ‘Way to rub it in, man.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon me?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘So do I need to sign something related to her death to confirm it, or something?’ 
 
    ‘You do need to sign something, but it’s not related to her, it’s related to you. We couldn’t find any other relatives, but that didn’t matter. It was you who she was looking for.’ 
 
    ‘Why was she looking for me?’ 
 
    ‘Because she’s named you as the sole heir to her estate.’ 
 
    Now, I know what you’re thinking. This is an unknown princess story where the hapless lead gets led to fortunes prior unknown – but hold up for just a minute. 
 
    ‘Her estate?’ Grand images of a castle stretched out before me. I was a broke coffee house barista looking to get his foot in the door as an engineer after college. Why wouldn’t that be the first thing that I thought of? ‘What does that include?’ 
 
    ‘A piece of property and everything in it, located in Wintermoss. You know it?’ 
 
    ‘A few towns over, sure.’ 
 
    ‘Do you accept?’ 
 
    ‘Do I have a choice?’ 
 
    ‘You’re getting a piece of property for free. Do you want to be given a choice?’ 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ 
 
    So right there on the coffee house counter I scanned my way through a few legal documents before signing my name on the dotted line. The unnamed representative reached into his pocket upon taking the forms back and retrieved an old keyring with three even older keys attached. They were huge and spotted with rust. 
 
    That should have been enough of a clue as to the state of the place, but I was too blinded by the possibility of the metaphorical winning lottery ticket awaiting me. 
 
    It was as easy as that. The representative handed me his law firm’s card and took off, running out the door and into the rain with his collar pulled up around his neck, while I was left standing there with the keys in one hand and the card in the other. 
 
    ‘The fuck…?’ I said to myself, setting the two items down on the counter and examining them like they were some kind of ticking bomb that I had to defuse. 
 
    For a few minutes my mind buzzed with incoherent thoughts, up until the bell above the door rang again. I jumped nervously, looking up at the door to see nobody. The wind had picked up and was shoving it from its latch. 
 
    And the café was still empty, save for myself. 
 
    I crossed to the door and pushed the bolt across, locking it. The weather being as grim as it was, nobody would be coming in any time soon. 
 
    Returning to the counter, I first googled the law firm. They were real. Website, references, news articles, the whole nine yards. This wasn’t some elaborate hoax. 
 
    Then came the problem of my grandmother… That was still a weird concept to even consider. I had never bothered to look up any of my family members before tonight, and it felt weird breaking that trend now, but circumstances had changed. 
 
    But a thorough search brought back nothing. I checked registries, articles, anything – there was nothing related to her, even with the peculiarity of the name. 
 
    By the time 8pm rolled around, main street had become largely drowned in silence. All was quiet except for the pattering rain against the sidewalk and the windows outside. 
 
    And all I could think about was this mysterious place that I hadn’t even known the existence of an hour ago, but which now belonged to me. 
 
    There were two hours left of my shift, but I couldn’t stand the anticipation any longer. I had to know what had been handed to me. 
 
    Back when I needed this job earlier that day the thought of abandoning my shift before it ended was ludicrous… But that was back when I needed it. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    It was a twenty-minute ride to the house. I called a cab and gathered up my things, quickly shutting the place down and checking that I had enough cash to get to the place. Enough to get there, sure, but not to get back. 
 
    I could have taken some from the register, but that wasn’t me, even if I did plan on putting it back first thing in the morning. I would walk back if I needed to. 
 
    But one thing was for sure – I was going to see my inheritance tonight, no matter what it took. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
    Harpies vs Snatchers 
 
    ‘What a fucking dump.’ 
 
    I had thought it out loud as the cab took off up the street through the darkness. Rain was still pouring several towns over, even a little worse out here. I glanced back and forth between the address written at the top of the deeds and the building that it apparently related to. 
 
    Darkness had fallen hours ago, and on the remote country road the only source of light was the moon, left alone by the red lights of the back of the cab as it disappeared into the night. It bore down on the house at the end of the drive, where I stood at the entrance. 
 
    The building was at least a hundred years old, standing resilient and unforgivingly up a low incline thirty or forty yards ahead. In the dim white light it looked as if the front porch was gnawing at the air with jagged teeth, but as I approached I realised that they were simply long strips of hanging paint that had been ripped away by years of neglect. 
 
    I surveyed the front of the building – windows were intact, albeit a slight crack in a pane on the upper floor. It was a squat, ancient construct with the look of an abandoned doll’s house, with a heavy door sat in the centre flanked by square windows on either side, two on the ground floor and two above. I pulled out my phone and shone the torchlight from its back onto the exterior. Redwood, much of it rotting and decaying horribly. 
 
    I moved beneath the porch out of the rain and found the keys, trying the largest of the three first. It stuck in the lock but eventually clunked through a full cycle. The handle seized a little when I first attempted it, but after a harder push it broke free with a cloud of dust billowing into the air like smoke from a fire. 
 
    At first I thought that the hinges were simply rusty, but after shimmying past the opening and into the dark innards of the reception hall I realised that it wasn’t the case; it was all thanks to the stack of unopened mail resting on the doormat. 
 
    I fumbled for a light switch and found one, a bulb overhead flickering on. 
 
    ‘Oh, holy mother of God.’ 
 
    Doorframes composed of rotting wood led off to the left and right, as well as a third up ahead that was parallel to a set of stairs. The doors themselves had been removed from their rusting, hanging hinges years ago; the only way that I could see a path to other rooms at all was through the stacks of newspapers and magazines, and piles of junk that seemed to line every wall. 
 
    Considering the state of things, the smell actually wasn’t that bad – apart from the musty scent and the leaking damp that was seeping through the slightly visible red wallpaper. 
 
    I decided first on checking out the ground floor to see what I was dealing with. Taking the left door into what seemed to be the living room, I moved between a sloping valley of objects and papers stacked haphazardly against both walls. It was stacked so thickly that there was no sense in trying to find a light switch upon entering the room. 
 
    SNAP. 
 
    The minimal amount of light and my wanton desire for a heart attack was cured when a black panel hidden on the far wall illuminated suddenly. Crackling static from an ancient block of a TV sent me flailing back into the junk behind me and slamming into the ground. 
 
    The static continued to blare out as I panted for breath, groaning in pain and shifting slightly before feeling something sharp digging into my back. 
 
    ‘Oh, God…’ I muttered, ‘… Please don’t be a needle…’ 
 
    My estranged grandmother may have had the kindness to leave me a whole house, even one as derelict as this, but just because she was technically family that didn’t mean I knew anything about the type of person she was. 
 
    I mean, I didn’t have her down for being some kind of junkie, but when you’re slumped against a pile of garbage that looks like the bedsit of a meth addict with something sharp sticking into your back, thoughts like that begin to come into your mind. 
 
    ‘Please don’t be a syringe, please don’t be a syringe, please don’t be a syringe…’ 
 
    I drew myself away slowly, finding my phone on the ground with the screen unshattered and turning the light onto the source of the sharpness. 
 
    There was no sign of a needle; something blunter and thicker was protruding from the folds of junk. 
 
    What the hell is that? 
 
    I gripped the end between my thumb and forefinger, pulling the item closer to me to reveal- 
 
    ‘A feather?’ I exclaimed to myself. ‘Well… I guess that’s not the worst thing it could’ve been by a long shot…’ 
 
    This wasn’t just the typical kind you’d pull from a worn couch cushion, though. It was at least a foot long, and perfectly white – a sharp contrast to the damp mustiness of the room around me, and the rest of the house. Every single one of its thousands of flowing strands still stood immaculately as I brushed the tips of my fingers over its softness. 
 
    A soft clunk suddenly sounded from upstairs, sending me jumping in response and dropping the feather to the ground. 
 
    I spun around, looking towards the hallway as the TV continued to play its static. It had been annoying me since it had started, but the soft company of the white noise it gave out was now more than welcome in the background. 
 
    The visitor upstairs, whoever they were, definitely wasn’t welcome. 
 
    Searching frantically for the closest thing that resembled a weapon, I found half a candle-stand sticking out from beneath a pile of (ironically) old housekeeping magazines. One end was broken and jagged, something strong having snapped it in half long ago. 
 
    I held it before me and took several quiet steps, reaching the entrance hall once again and looking up the stairs towards the source of the sound. 
 
    One constant in my life had been the opposite of just that; death. I wasn’t antisocial or a hermit or anything like that as a result of it, but most things I had done had always been overshadowed by the loss of my family. My grandpa’s passing, and the stiff-lipped beliefs he had pushed my way, had left me with a paradoxical need to protect those closest to me and a readiness to stare down danger. 
 
    That didn’t make me an idiot, though – at least I thought it didn’t. If I needed to I could close my eyes and accept my fate, but that didn’t mean I would just put myself into dangerous situations. If anything I tried to avoid them, just like anybody would.  
 
    This situation fell somewhere along the middle line. On the one hand this was an old house that had been left in disarray long ago, on the other there could still be somebody lurking around upstairs. I didn’t know a thing about my grandmother, and if she hadn’t been living in here for the past few years, which was likely considering the state of the place, it was a serious possibility that there could be a squatter calling the place his home. 
 
    I listened in the quiet din of the reception hall, but there was nothing. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ 
 
    And… Still nothing. 
 
    Taking the first step of the stairs slowly in an effort to move as quietly as I could, I let my weight onto the chipped, exposed wood. It released an almighty creak, like the hinges of a door that hadn’t been opened in centuries. 
 
    Wincing initially and pausing, I frowned and nodded to myself. 
 
    ‘Guess a stealthy approach is out the window…’ I said to myself, before continuing loudly: ‘If anybody’s up there, come on out – and I’d appreciate it if you left without trying to kill me.’ 
 
    I took the steps quickly to the first floor, using the torch on my phone to search about in the darkness. There were three rooms to my left and two straight ahead, all of the doors closed. I made my way from door to door, one by one, greeted every single time by another wall of garbage that would barely allow me to take a single step forwards – until I reached the one at the end of the corridor. 
 
    Trying the handle, I expected the same, but instead was met with a rattling rejection. It was locked. 
 
    I fished out the keys again, trying the key one size down from that which worked on the front door. To my surprise it turned 90 degrees, and after a little shove the door gave from the frame, creaking back a few inches. 
 
    I took a quick step back. Scanning the dark gap ahead of me and raising my light to it, I saw the wooden panels of the floor and walls. Raising my hand and steadily pushing the door wide with further creaks to match those of the stairs, a view of the room finally greeted my eyes. 
 
    It was a small space with no windows and no features beyond a single thing – a steep, narrow set of wooden steps that were more of a ladder than a staircase. They led straight up to a square door in the ceiling, just large enough for a person to fit through. 
 
    In sharp contrast to the door through which I had come, though, a large padlock was clasped around the latch. 
 
    ‘Clearly you didn’t want anybody to get in here…’ I said to myself quietly. ‘I wonder…’ 
 
    I looked at the keychain in my hand again, eyeing that final, remaining key. 
 
    There was no way that I wasn’t going to check it out. 
 
    I climbed the steps, forcing the key into the lock and twisting it. With a little pushing it clicked open reluctantly. I pulled the padlock free and dropped it to the ground with a heavy thud and returned to the door above me that presumedly led into the attic. 
 
    More than a few possibilities of what could have been up there filled my mind. Jewels and rubies spilling from a chest like something out of a pirate movie was one thing. There was also the possibility that there would be even more junk… Or that it would be a reverse-Bluebeard scenario and the attic would be filled with the corpses of all the men my estranged grandmother had possibly murdered over the years. 
 
    Okay, maybe that’s a little harsh, but the state of the place didn’t exactly reflect well upon her, and I didn’t know a thing about the woman. 
 
    Leveraging my weight against the step I was standing upon, I pressed my hands against the door and pushed upwards. It flew upwards on its hinge in an explosion of dust, swinging back and booming onto the innards of the attic floor. 
 
    I covered my mouth with my forearm. Coughing at what I had inhaled, I wafted the dust away with my other arm, barely managing to stay balanced on the steps in the process. 
 
    When the dust cleared, I looked up to see the first light beyond the ground floor that didn’t come from my phone. 
 
    A deep red, luminescent glow washed over the ceiling of the attic and the surrounding walls. It was almost nuclear in its strength, unrelenting and unnatural. 
 
    I had considered a lot of things that could have been hidden up here, but the notion that grandma was a nuclear arms dealer wasn’t exactly high up on the list. 
 
    I took another step and pulled myself up, looking into the attic. 
 
    In contrast to the rest of the house, it was largely bare save for the opposite end of the floorspace, right at the back. 
 
    At first I thought that the setup looked like some sort of shrine. A large table with a small backboard, almost like a writing desk, was littered by unlit candles and ancient scraps of paper. They all surrounded an ornate, elaborate pedestal in the centre, upon which sat the source of the red light. 
 
    The orb was around six inches in diameter, and glowed with the same red that it emitted. Within I could see a swirling red mist, so thick and heavy that it seemed as if it was trying to escape from its confines. 
 
    ‘What the hell is that…?’ 
 
    I pushed myself up into the attic, standing five or six yards from the orb on the other side of the space. I couldn’t figure out if it was hugely important considering the grandeur of how it was presented or nothing but a fancy snow-globe. Confusion dominated my thinking more than anything. 
 
    One thing was for sure, though; my grandmother had crossed the line from shut-in to complete kook, and I had been pretty lenient in that classification so far. 
 
    I moved towards the shrine, stepping up to it and surveying the papers. They were all scrawled with symbols in a language that I didn’t recognise. Some of it was written in neat lines, some in panicked, inconsistent scrawls that scattered the pages. 
 
    Examining the orb, I brought my palms to within an inch of its surface. A tepid heat emanated from its surface. 
 
    Without another thought, I picked up the orb in both hands and held it before me, looking closer into its cloudy interior. 
 
    For a moment its state remained the same… Then, suddenly, the clouds began to swim faster and faster, breaking into strands in an effort to escape. They dashed themselves against the orb’s walls, swimming more and more aggressively. The light from the orb grew too bright too quickly, filling my entire field of vision, until- 
 
    Silence. 
 
    I clasped my eyes shut, opening them again to find myself surrounded by total blackness. I couldn’t touch anything, couldn’t feel anything, not even my own body. I was just a pair of eyes floating in the abyss. 
 
    I tried to speak, but no sound appeared from my lungs. 
 
    A white mist flooded in around me, and steadily a series of figures appeared. They were slightly obscured in their appearance, but I could make out their attire; ancient cloaks and armour, all tinted with the same redness that had emitted from the orb. Their faces were aged, the men bearded and the women with their hair tied up tightly behind their heads. They stood much taller than a typical human, towering over me by a few feet at the least. 
 
    Who are you? What do you want? 
 
    My mind said the words, but still no sound emerged from my mouth. 
 
    The figures continued to survey me, before turning to each other and, almost in slow motion, nodded with small and resolute movements. 
 
    They suddenly vanished into wisps of air, and darkness yet again returned, along with my body. 
 
    Now I was falling. My stomach felt as if it was trying to claw its way out of my throat. Wind whistled in my ears. 
 
    SMACK. 
 
    The next thing I knew I was face down on rain-soaked grass, completely flat-out on my front. I hadn’t just rested down upon it, though; it was like I had been dropped from a few feet above, slamming down onto it. 
 
    Fortunately it was thicker and softer than your typical front lawn, but it still hurt like a bitch. 
 
    ‘God fucking damn it…’ I groaned, pushing myself up and feeling for my nose. There was no blood, and by some miracle it didn’t feel broken, but every part of me ached sharply with the promise of oncoming bruises. 
 
    Pushing onto my knees and looking around I wondered how the hell I had gotten outside. Huge tree trunks were scattered about with jutting branches and leaves adorning them. Thick shrubbery covered the ground, luscious plants of all colours fighting for dominance of the undergrowth with the grass that I rested upon. 
 
    Wait… How the hell am I seeing this? 
 
    Bright light filtered through the trees overhead in droves. It was a midday glow, and I was stood in the midst of it. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…? How…?’ 
 
    I was in the house, I went into the attic, and… 
 
    The orb. What the hell had happened? I had picked it up, and the next thing I knew I was facedown beneath the trees. 
 
    I must have blacked out, but that still doesn’t explain how the hell I wound up outside. 
 
    I tried to rationalise how I landed exactly where I was. There must have been a forest near the house, maybe behind it. It was possible that I had ingested some kind of drug and had lost my memory. Carbon monoxide poisoning could have also sent me into a frenzy. 
 
    My t-shirt and jeans felt as if they were pasted to me. It was supposed to be Autumn, and it was at least 95 in the small clearing that I occupied. I pushed my hand over my forehead; my dark hair was usually pushed out of my face, but now it had fallen above my eyes as if I had just dipped my head into a hot tub. 
 
    Just a reaction to the carbon monoxide, probably. It was an old building. A god-damned death trap. 
 
    I made a start forwards, figuring out that straight ahead looked like the least dense direction through the undergrowth, and retrieved my phone from my pocket. I would give the law firm a call and tell them that the building needed condemning. I would probably still be able to get a little money for the land after the building was demolished. 
 
    No bars, no luck. I continued on through the forest for twenty or thirty yards, but my phone stayed determined that there was no signal whatsoever, wherever I was. 
 
    ‘Great…’ 
 
    Beneath my feet I felt a vibration. At first I thought it may have been a tree toppling somewhere far-off, but that vibration remained steady before escalating into a rumble. 
 
    My heart pounded in my chest as I turned in the direction of it. It was coming at me too fast to even bother to make a run for it, and within a second the source of the commotion was on me. 
 
    Amongst the tall grass and the flourishing, vibrant plants, a herd of creatures appeared. They were like nothing I had ever seen – some insane crossbreed with the body of a wolf and the head of a reptile. Seeing them I made to run, but even if they were seeking to take me down it would have been pointless. The two dozen creatures, standing at only knee-height, arced around me with panicked screeches and moaning howls, hurrying past my legs and further into the heat of the forest. 
 
    I watched them go, the final stragglers at the back of the pack departing along with the remaining rumbling. 
 
    But then, another round began. 
 
    And this time it was a constant, brutal booming all around me. 
 
    The creatures hadn’t been hunting anything down at all – they were the ones doing the running. 
 
    And in the direction from which they had arrived, a much more terrifying stampede was approaching. 
 
    This time I knew to run. 
 
    I set off sprinting in the same direction as the wolf-creatures, tearing through a wall of leaves and into a rough path that they had cleared. The stampeding seemed to remain constant in its loudness, as if it was always on my heels as I hurried past trees, clipping my shoulders on jutting branches and snagging my clothes on sharpened leaves. 
 
    I would be covered in cuts by the time I made it out – if I made it out – but that was secondary to the one burning desire in my mind. 
 
    Survive. And in order to do that, I had to run like the devil was on my heels. 
 
    It may not have been the devil, but it was pretty fucking close. 
 
    The trees became sparser, and a few seconds later I hopped over a bush scattered with blue flowers, destroying a couple of them in the process as I stumbled out into- 
 
    A perfect blue sky towered overhead, surrounding the brightness of the midday sun that bore down upon me enormously. The creatures had scattered, and I was standing in a huge pasture of grass that rose several feet, almost to my waist. 
 
    My feet pounded against the dry ground as I brushed aside the thick grass. I made it only thirty yards when my pursuers flew out into the open. 
 
    I dared to take a glance over my shoulder, the fear of what was chasing me only sending my feet pounding harder and faster into the ground. 
 
    The things that were pursuing me, a dozen of them in number, were covered in a dark, reddened mess of scales and feathers. Their legs and arms were lean and spindly, and claws with razor sharp blades were embedded into their limbs where their hands and feet should have been, akin those of some kind of gigantic eagle. 
 
    Each bore a huge pair of feathered wings held in place by grey reptilian scales which flapped intermittently, lifting their terrifying forms from the ground, framing their horrifying heads; their heads were those of psychotic, ravenous birds crossed with that of a reptile, snapping beaks releasing violent screeches while their black, dead eyes had only one thing in mind. 
 
    Me. 
 
    I forced my legs to keep running even if I knew that I was well and truly fucked. 
 
    Seconds later I chanced another look over my shoulder as I continued up the incline, wondering, hoping to any deity looking my way that they would intervene. 
 
    They didn’t. Something else did. 
 
    The creatures on my heels slowed, and I looked once more over my shoulder with a nervous laugh. 
 
    The moment I turned back in the direction that I was running, new assailants appeared. 
 
    There were six, outnumbered two to one by the things chasing me, but that didn’t make them any less intimidating in the slightest. They were evidently human in shape, at least much more so than the rabid humanoid things that had been chasing me. They floated several feet above the ground thanks to the huge, angelic wings protruding from their backs. Their bodies were covered in scuffed golden armour, their faces covered by masks or helmets that obscured their faces from view. Some brandished spears, some swords, while one carried a bow with an arrow at the string, ready to be fired. 
 
    The two groups halted, staring each other down. They were thirty yards apart, but I had no doubt that they could cross that distance in a second. 
 
    And there I was, right in the middle of their battlefield. Neither group paid me a second’s notice. I was nothing but collateral damage in what was about to be a chaotic battle. 
 
    ‘ATTACK!’ 
 
    The voice came from the figures with angel wings, somewhere from the front. A spear was held high in the air, and with a mass of shrieking and a series of war cries, the fight began. 
 
    It was all I could do not to get myself murdered. 
 
    I jolted to the left sharply, aiming to escape the battlefield, but my guess had unfortunately hit the mark; the two squads were in the throes of battle almost instantly, and I was scrambling through their sparring forms to escape. 
 
    Shouts of anger and pain went out behind me, and straight ahead two of the angel-winged fighters took on five of the creatures. An explosion of clanging and screeching sounded out, but the creatures brandished no weapons in their attacks; their razor sharp claws were the tools of death, striking at blades so sharply that sparks flew out. 
 
    I dashed to the right, straight into the path the angel-winged assailant with the bow and arrow; he grabbed my shoulder and threw me to the ground. 
 
    ‘MOVE!’ 
 
    He yelled after I had fallen to the ground; I only realised the reason a moment later. No sooner had I hit the ground than I saw one of the creatures sprinting at me. Its gaping maw opened wide, screeching hysterically just a few yards from my face as it threw itself at me. The archer was too fast for it, though; he drew an arrow back sharply, releasing it straight at the creature and striking it straight between the eyes. 
 
    While he took off, happy with his kill, the creature’s momentum carried it to me. It’s body, now void of a soul – if it had had one to begin with – collapsed atop me. 
 
    The weight of this brand new corpse was unbelievable, but the pure adrenaline that pounded in my veins like lava gave me the strength to shove it from atop me. I pulled myself from beneath its wings, scrambling in the direction I was originally heading. 
 
    My path was clear, and as I arced around the small section of the battle that had landed right before me, I thought that I was free – and in a way I was. 
 
    I just hadn’t anticipated how many options I had for an exit. 
 
    The next thing I saw was the ocean spreading out before me. It was scattered with innumerable islands, stretching off into the distance. 
 
    Either this was a hell of a drug trip or I definitely wasn’t in Kansas anymore. 
 
    That view was so damn good, though, because I was so high up. 
 
    I screeched to a halt, stopping just before a hundred foot vertical drop that led to the crashing waves of the ocean at the foot of the cliff, waving my arms to keep me on the ledge like some cartoon character – the only difference being that I managed to stay there. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I panted, taking in the view. Not a great time, but it was like nothing I had ever seen. A tropical archipelago made up of at least a hundred islands that stretched off to the horizon bafflingly. 
 
    And just a short distance away, the battle continued to rage – but it was growing quieter. 
 
    I turned back to the battle. Some of the creatures were rushing to the safety of the forest, while the angel-attackers who had arose from the hill were finishing off the last of the remaining creatures, spearing the heads of those injured upon the ground. But they hadn’t been completely successful; one of their group lay dead in the grass nearby, his throat cut open by the sharpened talons of a creature. 
 
    They finished up their task, picking off the last and ensuring that they were dead, before steadily turning their attention to me. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    I looked back at the drop. Like I said, a hundred feet, and that was optimistic. 
 
    Looking back over my shoulder, the winning side approached. There were five remaining, their armour splattered with blood and their weapons bearing the same marks of war. Moving through the grass, they stained the greenery with the signs of their victory without even trying. 
 
    ‘Stay back!’ I shouted, trying to get my voice to hold steady. 
 
    They didn’t respond. They just stared at me from behind their helmets and their masks, their handles of their various weapons still clasped in their hands. 
 
    The two options were so obvious that I didn’t even need to give them names. I’m fucked and I’m fucked 2: the sequel would both have been sufficient, though. 
 
    I glanced at the sharpened blades, the light twanging off their polished steel like that damned cappuccino machine back on… Earth? Hurriedly I looked down to the base of the cliff. No rocks protruded from beneath the water that I could see, but there could be plenty lurking beneath the surface that I would be split open on like a gutted fish. 
 
    That was assuming that my organs didn’t collapse from the blunt force trauma when I hit the surface. Or both, which would only be marginally worse considering I would be dead either way. 
 
    The drop was a possibility, though. I could come out of it alive. 
 
    There wasn’t a scenario where I would remain alive if I stayed up here. 
 
    ‘I hate my life,’ I muttered, and leaped from the edge. 
 
    Wind rushed past my ears. I couldn’t hear a thing beyond the high whistling that surrounded me. My stomach felt like it had snuggled up alongside my heart, both pulsing just as fast as each other. 
 
    If I died, this would be a beautiful place to do it. 
 
    In every movie I had ever seen with a scene like this they always tucked in their arms and straightened their legs, streamlining themselves. I did just that at the halfway point. In mere seconds I would hit the ground. 
 
    Suddenly something whipped past my face, a random blur that jolted past my line of vision. I looked down just in time to see the source come flying back up towards me, wings and all. It wrapped its arms around me, and in an instant I was travelling upwards rather than plummeting into the ocean. 
 
    I was face to face with one of the helmeted warriors that had confronted me on the cliff edge. Up close like this I could get a clear look, a clear look at a pair of startling blue eyes and a devious smile. 
 
    CLUNK. 
 
    The angel-winged assailant headbutted me, and just like that I was out cold. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
    Swords and Wings 
 
    Right around the time I woke up on the concrete slab later that day I was seriously re-evaluating my life choices. 
 
    As my consciousness returned I stayed perfectly still, blinking in the panels of light that descended through the bars guarding the only window in my cell. 
 
    At least that was what it looked like from where I was laid – bare walls, a bucket in the corner, and a heavy, barred wooden door. 
 
    Yeah, it was definitely a cell. 
 
    I dared to move, sitting up, and the immediate dull pain from the strike to the head exploded through my face like a hit from a sledgehammer. A touch from my fingers at my hairline sent a sharp, stinging sensation through me. 
 
    I sat on the edge of the raised slab, held up against the wall by two chains and felt my foot knock against something on the ground. A cup of water. I examined it, smelling the contents, and resolved to drink it down. 
 
    If they were trying to kill me they could have done it in a lot of easier, faster ways than poisoning me, and even if they were, I didn’t care – I was that dehydrated that I would have drank from the sea, ironic as it was to even consider. 
 
    I downed it in an instant, glad at the tastelessness of it, and set the cup back down upon the floor. 
 
    Questions abounded from the moment that I could form coherent thoughts; where the hell was I? How did I get here in the first place? Who were these people that had attacked me, and why did they have wings? Were they people at all? 
 
    The remnants of that adrenaline rush remained behind, though, and with it one question remained; why hadn’t they killed me? What use was I to them? 
 
    I pushed up from the slab, crossing to the window and looking out through the bars. There was no glass to separate the room from the elements, but prisoners in most cultures weren’t ever afforded luxuries so it didn’t exactly surprise me. 
 
    A view of the archipelago stretched out before me, more and more islands of varying sizes, some enormous and looming and some small, hidden in the shadows of other islands. At first all I could notice was their sheer majesty, swamped with tropical forests, small streams that trailed along precarious routes into the sea, and radiant beaches. It was a paradise… And as I looked closer, I noticed… Were there buildings, too? Ancient stone structures, towers with sloped roofs, and… 
 
    The door to my cell clunked and I turned away from the window, waiting for my visitor to enter. The sounds continued for several moments, telling me that there were more than a few locks keeping me in here, before one final, panel slid out of place and an unseen handle turned. 
 
    In the doorway one of my winged attackers stood. He was clad in the same gold armour, his head covered by another gold mask akin to all the others that I had seen on my kidnappers. 
 
    For a moment all he did was stand in the doorway, staring at me, until he turned to another guard nearby and nodded. He then entered the room, the door closing behind him. 
 
    ‘Look, I don’t know what the hell’s going on here,’ I started. ‘I don’t know who, or what you guys even are… I just wanna get out of here and get back home.’ 
 
    Kansas again, Dorothy. 
 
    ‘Are you gonna say anything?’ I continued. ‘Is this some kind of sycophantic game you people get off on?’ 
 
    The guard sighed deeply, his chest rising and falling. 
 
    ‘How did you get here?’ He asked simply. There was something off about his voice, muffled beneath the mask. 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I was in this house… My house, I guess, and something happened, and the next thing I knew I woke up here on your island, stuck in that fight between you and those… Things.’ 
 
    The guard stared at me before turning and examining the room. He nodded, reached to the base of his mask where it met his chin, and pulled it away. 
 
    Shaking his head in the process, I found that I wasn’t looking at some grisly, battle-hardened guy at all – I was looking at a beautiful, sun-kissed girl in her early-twenties, sporting dirty blond hair that fell down over her armoured shoulders. 
 
    ‘Don’t know if I really appreciate the term ‘guys’,’ she said, her voice sounding much more feminine away from the confines of the mask. ‘But I suppose its better than being referred to as things. Not that you were exactly wrong with that statement, of course…’ 
 
    ‘Wait, you…’ I stuttered, ‘You’re a girl?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am,’ she scoffed. 
 
    ‘Right… This just adds more questions to my list.’ 
 
    ‘What would you like to know?’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘My name is Ariadne. I am one of the Alerian harpies. What’s your name? 
 
    ‘Kit Jones.’ 
 
    ‘Nice to meet you, Kit.’ 
 
    ‘Right, but… What are you? How the hell do you have those things?’ 
 
    ‘What things?’ 
 
    ‘Your… Wings.’ 
 
    ‘The real question here is where are your wings? We checked your back after I knocked you out and you don’t have any scars where they could have been cut from.’ 
 
    ‘I never had wings in the first pl- wait, it was you who knocked me out?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Apologies for that. We were unsure about whether you were a threat or not.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not a threat to you, believe me. I just don’t wanna be speared to death by you people.’ 
 
    ‘We don’t do anything like that. The question remains though; how come you don’t have wings?’ 
 
    ‘Because nobody in my world is born with wings. Does everybody in your world have them?’ 
 
    ‘Everybody.’ 
 
    ‘Everybody?’ 
 
    ‘Everybody.’ 
 
    I ran my hands through my hair and shook my head, walking around the room. 
 
    ‘This is insane,’ I muttered to myself. ‘Okay, so… I picked up this thing back in this house, and it transported me here to your world. I’m still convinced that this is all a hallucination and none of this is real, but either way I landed here.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, we’re very real,’ Ariadne assured me. ‘And I don’t have any reason to lie to you or to hurt you. We don’t have any use for you, whoever or whatever you are, so if we wanted to murder you we would have let you drop from that cliff. Might I say that that was very brave of you, by the way, particularly considering the sheer… Uhh… Lack of wings that you possess.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘One thing I’m still a little foggy on, though. How did you actually get here? I mean, I need to report this back to my superiors and telling them that you were transported from another world may not go over well with them. It’s a strange story.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t know what to tell you. I inherited this house from a grandmother that I didn’t even know existed, and I went to check it out. Upstairs there was this… Thing. This orb. It was glowing red, I picked it up, and the next thing I knew…’ 
 
    I glanced up at Ariadne just as I finished that last part. Her skin was a beautiful colour, but it had drained completely now as she stared back at me, her mouth hanging open a little. 
 
    ‘What is it…?’ 
 
    ‘Uhh… Could you excuse me for a few minutes? Maybe a little longer…’ 
 
    It was a question, but before I even had a chance to respond she had knocked on the cell door, it had opened, and she had disappeared outside before it shut again, followed by a swathe of locking sounds. 
 
    It took ten or fifteen minutes by my count for Ariadne to return – my phone had died and I seriously doubted that there was a plug socket anywhere in this world – during which time I recounted what I knew so far. Islands. Every humanoid being had wings. They had buildings across all of these islands from what I could see in the distance. There were monsters that could literally rip you apart with their bare hands, or talons if we’re being specific about it. 
 
    And these people who had captured me were organised – this had to be their base. 
 
    When Ariadne returned she wasn’t alone. She stepped to the side, while a girl clad in flowing silken purple robes followed her in. She was also in her early-twenties, bearing a pair of wings that were tucked back just like Ariadne’s. Her hair was a golden brown, flowing over her shoulders smoothly, framing a beautiful face and piercing green eyes. 
 
    ‘It’s nice to finally meet you,’ she said. ‘Ariadne has told me about how you arrived here. Could you tell me anything else about it?’ 
 
    ‘I already told you everything that I know,’ I replied. ‘I touched that red orb and I landed here.’ 
 
    ‘This red orb that you speak of – what happened to the orb itself before you found yourself in our lands?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. I know that sounds crazy, but that’s what happened. Look, I’m sorry if this thing was important to you, but I honestly don’t know what happened to it or where it went.’ 
 
    The new girl stared back at me before shooting a glance at Ariadne that I couldn’t help but catch. 
 
    ‘I think it’s time we took you for a walk,’ she said, with another nod to Ariadne, who returned the nod. They both stood to their feet, the unnamed girl knocking on the door while Ariadne crossed to me, retrieving a rope from the belt of her armour. 
 
    ‘Where are we going?’ 
 
    ‘For a walk,’ Ariadne said. ‘Apologies for any discomfort, but I’m gonna need to bind your wrists.’ 
 
    ‘Do I have a choice in that?’ 
 
    ‘Not in the slightest.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought.’ 
 
    I let Ariadne do what she had to do and she wrapped her hand around my upper arm, leading me out of the cell. We emerged onto a long corridor, from where the unnamed woman led us, flanked by two further winged guards, one on either side of her. 
 
    As we walked onward, the muscles in my arm twitched and Ariadne squeezed it in response. 
 
    ‘Did you just squeeze my bicep?’ I asked unashamedly, shooting Ariadne a look. 
 
    ‘What? No, of course not…’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said, managing a genuine smirk at the sight of her tanned cheeks going a little red. They may have been holding my captive but I knew what that was. 
 
    I was never around girls this hot usually, not even at college, and especially not ones who took to squeezing my muscles. 
 
    The corridor was unbarred by doors, and at the end we headed up a small flight of stairs and into the warm light of the late afternoon, and into the civilised world of my captors. 
 
    Stone buildings of elaborate brickwork and immaculate stonemasonry surrounded me, interspersed with spiralling greenery, vines, flowers, all of which climbed the walls of the white and peach-coloured buildings that swarmed up everywhere. 
 
    It was evident to me immediately that this place was the size of a small town, comprising hundreds of buildings – over some of the lower rooftops I could see the occasional tower standing several stories high, firm and tall against the perfect blue sky overhead. 
 
    But we weren’t alone in this stronghold. 
 
    As I was escorted through the streets with my hands still bound, I saw flickers of movement that eventually began to materialise into figures. Within windows, amongst the platforms and atop the roofs were more women. They were all absurdly beautiful, clad in silken robes and gowns of all different colours. Every single one of them was looking in my direction, pointing and staring and whispering amongst each other as I passed by. Giggling was in abundance too. 
 
    Even if I was being held captive, I still couldn’t help the big, stupid smile on my face. 
 
    This must have been how the NFL quarterback felt after taking the winning touchdown at the Superbowl; walking off the pitch surrounded by beautiful women who were all craving to get a piece of him. My wrists may have been bound, but considering the attention that I was getting I certainly wasn’t complaining. 
 
    I had never seen such beautiful women, never mind all in one place, and that extreme led to yet another question: where were all the men? This many unbelievably sexy women in one place, and not a guy in sight? Most men would be climbing over each other to get within a hundred yards of this place, never mind walking through the streets of it surrounded by such insanely attractive girls. 
 
    ‘You gonna tell me where I am yet?’ I said. I had intended the question for Ariadne, but- 
 
    ‘You’re on Aries Island,’ the girl in the purple robes replied. ‘And you are in the presence of the Alerian Harpies.’ 
 
    I looked about in awe at the women still scattered about the streets. I looked overhead to the rooftops of the buildings to our left, where two of the women jumped from a ledge in the warm sunlight to a ruined building nearby. It was a twenty-foot drop, but they both descended lightly, gliding across the path and landing deftly before hurrying along another series of rooftops to follow our procession. 
 
    Okay, maybe she wasn’t kidding. True, their appearance could have kept me distracted for plenty of time, but I had to keep a level head. I couldn’t ignore the presence of the wings on their backs, or what they could do with them. They had flown in battle, Ariadne had caught me after the jump from the cliff edge, and they were doing it right now, away from the blurring of the senses that adrenaline loved to cause. 
 
    A short time later we emerged onto a huge plaza with a dry, waterless fountain in the centre. It stood majestically, several yards tall, but its elaborate and delicate stonework had been marred by the wear and tear of the years, the patterns worn down by the elements. Past the fountain, standing huge and proud was a large building elevated by fifteen steps that led up to huge stone columns holding up a roof typical of something in ancient Greece. Behind it I could see further sections and towers rising up. 
 
    As we headed up the steps, I turned to look back, seeing a large group of the women, gathering at the base of the building, continuing to point. Their expressions ranged from nervous smiles and giggles to looks of fear and shock and worry. 
 
    I’d be lying if I said I wasn’t enjoying the attention, but right now I had bigger fish to fry. As we passed the columns and moved into the shadow of the stone veranda, two worn marble figures of harpies stood guarding the entrance. They were reminiscent of something from the Vatican, even if they had definitely seen better days – much like all of the buildings around here. 
 
    We moved to the doorway, which was promptly opened by the two harpies that guided the harpy in the purple gown, the huge symmetrical doors clunking from their latches and moving aside for us. 
 
    I suddenly found myself being led through an enormous hall coated in marble on all sides; our shoes clapped against it on the ground, echoing off a series of columns on either side of the room, which themselves were placed between further marble statues of different winged figures in different heroic stances. Light poured generously through the stained-glass windows behind the statues, guiding our way to a final series of steps at the other end of the grand hall. 
 
    These steps didn’t lead to another room, though – they led to a cushioned throne scattered with cushions and tapestries, behind which were a gigantic pair of outstretched marble wings that held in place enormously. 
 
    Upon the throne sat a harpy. She seemed to be much older than all of the others that I had seen in my walk through this strange, small citadel, perhaps in her early forties. Her wings had taken on a grey tinge, a similar colour to the robes that covered her figure. For an older woman she was still holding herself together incredibly well, her sharp, analytical face making me feel on edge thanks to a pair of dark brown eyes that stared back at me as I approached. 
 
    Seriously, she didn’t look anywhere else – all she did was drum the fingers of her left hand against the arm of her throne while she stared me down. 
 
    The two harpies that had walked with the one in purple robes went to stand at the base of the steps to the throne, turning to face forwards in true military fashion with their spears in hand. Ariadne remained with me while Purple Robes headed up the steps to the harpy on the throne, who I could only assume was in charge in this whole situation. 
 
    She whispered into her leader’s ear for a few moments while I checked my surroundings once again. Briefly I considered the possibility of making a run for it, but the only way out that I could see was the one through which I had come, and that meant facing off against a group of pissed off harpies. 
 
    And that was assuming that I made it out without being speared in the back by the guards, or Ariadne. Even if she did seem like she had taken something of a liking to me, I didn’t doubt for a second that she would end me if ordered to. 
 
    I turned back to the head harpy, just as Purple Robes took a seat in the chair next to her. 
 
    ‘I am Queen Athina, head of the Harpies and ruler of Aries Island. This is the heir to the throne, Princess Evelina,’ she indicated with the smallest of gestures to Purple Robes, who nodded at me lightly without a hint of an expression. 
 
    Holy shit… She’s the princess? 
 
    Good thing I didn’t make an ass out of myself. Not too much, anyway. 
 
    ‘You,’ she continued, ‘have been brought here today because of your unwarranted presence upon Aries Island, discovered during your attendance of a skirmish between one of our scout groups and a group of snatchers. Now, I have been informed that you found your way onto our island after picking up an object in, as you say, a different world?’ 
 
    She looked at me expectantly, and Ariadne gave me a slight nudge from behind as a cue to speak, clearing her throat in the process. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ I started stupidly, ‘Yeah, that’s right…’ 
 
    ‘Your highness,’ Ariadne whispered from behind me. 
 
    ‘Your highness,’ I continued quickly, ‘That’s right, your highness.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed… I must say that this is indeed a strange tale by which you claim to have arrived here.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been having a pretty strange day, your highness. I’m sorry, but I don’t know what any of this is. I mean, I know what harpies are, and it seems like you’ve got a pretty nice place here, but… I’m sorry, but where I come from harpies aren’t real. You’re… Fictional. You’re from old stories. Sorry if that comes across a little offensive.’ 
 
    The queen and the princess shared a protracted look, before the queen raised an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘This place that you claim to hail from. What is it called?’ 
 
    ‘My town? Chesterfield, Delaware.’ 
 
    ‘Is it an island?’ 
 
    ‘No, your highness… Well, I guess it depends what you call an island. Technically yes. But the planet I come from is called Earth…’ 
 
    Saying it like that sounded stupid, but the expression on Queen Athina’s face definitely wasn’t stupid. She had frozen up, staring at me with a mix of fear and scepticism. She brought a hand to her mouth, pursing her fingers to her lips and looking to the side. She seemed to be considering something. This silence remained for half a minute until she nodded to herself and returned to me. 
 
    ‘Very well. Having considered the manner in which you arrived on Aries Island, and the information that you have passed on so far, I declare that you will hereby remain in the holding cells until tomorrow…’ 
 
    Great. 
 
    ‘At which point you will be equipped with a weapon and assist in defending one of our pastures from an upcoming onslaught of snatchers that we anticipate are aiming to attack.’ 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    ‘Wait… What?’ I said loudly, looking around. ‘You want me to fight?’ 
 
    ‘That is correct.’ 
 
    ‘But I’m not a fighter. I don’t know the first thing about wielding a sword or a spear or anything. I’ve seen your people do it, and there’s no way I can do anything like that-’ 
 
    ‘Silence!’ Queen Athina called out. ‘The decision has been made regarding your fate. You are an intruder upon these lands, therefore your fate remains under my control. We are in need of every pair of hands that can hold a weapon, never mind wield it, and you will do your duty in defending this island. Attempt to run and you will be cut down by the very harpies that fight by your side.’ She turned to Ariadne. ‘Take him away.’ 
 
    I was too in awe of how quickly the decision had been made to start screaming and shouting like a psychiatric patient being dragged off to a cushioned room, and even if I wanted to it wouldn’t have made a difference. Ariadne turned I and herself and we headed back out of the hall, making the long walk back to the doors. 
 
    ‘What the hell is she talking about?’ I said, turning to Ariadne as we walked through the doors and down the steps. ‘I don’t know how to fight.’ 
 
    ‘Just keep walking,’ she said quietly but reassuringly. 
 
    I wanted to keep questioning her but that notion was quickly sidelined by the myriad harpies that made way for myself and my guard. Some stayed back, continuing to whisper, while others waved to me and smiled. One even threw a garland of flowers over my neck, and the majority continued to follow me through the streets and back to the steps that descended underground. 
 
    Hot girls chasing me, being the centre of attention… In a weird way I felt like a rock star. 
 
    Except for the part where I was expected to fight against evil, ravenous monsters in less than 24 hours and would probably end up getting sliced to pieces in the process. 
 
    By the time we returned to my cell and Ariadne had unbound my wrists, I was halfway to the opposite wall and smacking my forehead against it. 
 
    ‘Something the matter?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘No, I just like the feeling of smashing my face into concrete…’ I replied. 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be sarcastic, Kit.’ 
 
    ‘No need?’ I exclaimed with exasperation, turning to face her. ‘Last night I was on a different planet. My planet. It may not have been perfect but it was pretty void of six-foot tall creatures that could slice you in half with their talons, which I really liked. Now I’m here, locked up and being forced to fight said creatures tomorrow with no prior training. So, yes, I think I’ll be sarcastic if I feel like being fucking sarcastic!’ 
 
    My heart raced and my chest heaved with a hellish mix of anger and frustration. I could only avoid Ariadne’s eyes for so long until I finally met them and found her looking down at the ground with quiet, disappointed sadness. 
 
    Even if what was likely to be my death was on its way, and even if she was a trained killer who I had seen first-hand action on the battlefield, I still felt like a complete dick. She had been the only one of these harpies who had shown me any kind of help. 
 
    ‘I’m sorry…’ I said, sitting down on the concrete slab that I called a bed. ‘It’s just… I don’t know how to fight. Those things are gonna kill me out there tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘You seriously don’t know how to? In our world it’s a given that men fight.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it’s pretty much the same back in my world. Men have always been seen as the fighters, the protectors… But not many do fight, unless they’re fighting for their people and their country, like you… Wait, men?’ 
 
    ‘What about men?’ 
 
    ‘You said that it’s a given that men fight in your world.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Then where are they all?’ 
 
    Ariadne opened her mouth to talk before quickly pausing. She headed out into the corridor and talked to the guard outside for a few moments, before the guard took off down the hallway and up the stairs. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve dismissed my fellow guard for the night.’ 
 
    ‘So it’s just us?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘You’re okay with that? What if I try to make a break for it?’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d have a pretty tough time getting past me.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point.’ 
 
    She closed the door behind her and set down her spear and helmet, shaking her smooth hair free once again and leaning against the wall. 
 
    ‘There were once men here,’ she began, ‘the harpies ruled not only Aries Island but half of the archipelago. Our people flourished and led for hundreds of years. It was… Perfect, really. We encompassed other islands and other peoples into our way of life. 
 
    ‘Our leader at the time, King Corcoran – that’s Queen Athina’s husband, or at least was – became too complacent in his ways, though. The archipelago is large, and he had expanded our kingdom from just a few islands to more than a hundred, but things began to stall. The islands and the peoples who had not yet fallen under our empire grouped together, and they sought to overthrow us. 
 
    ‘The battle lasted years. At first it was only the men who were sought to fight, but as our forces dwindled and our fighters were killed off one by one, the mantle eventually fell to the women to fight. The war ended after we retreated to Aries, the land that we stand upon now. The island is considered near-impenetrable, and attacks are rare, but we still defend it from day to day and from week to week, and while nobody wants to admit it… We cannot hold out like this forever. Our numbers are beginning to dwindle. There are less than two-hundred of us remaining, and not a single man to speak of… Apart from you, of course.’ 
 
    I digested the information quickly. 
 
    ‘So that’s why all of the women outside were staring at me.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. Many have forgotten what a man looks like. You are one of a kind in our lands.’ 
 
    It was impossible not to give a little smile at the thought of that, regardless of how dire my situation was. 
 
    ‘Of course, our kind can live for centuries. Why, Queen Athina is celebrating her 98th birthday this year.’ 
 
    ‘98th?!’ I exclaimed. ‘She doesn’t look a day over 50! People really don’t age like that in my world. I mean, I’m only 22. A lot of people would be over the freaking moon if they made it to 98.’ 
 
    ’22?’ Ariadne exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Yep. Why, is that not normal?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. In our world, a harpy almost stops aging when they reach their early twenties. You are the youngest upon this island by far, though – know that. A new harpy has not been born for decades. The youngest of our kind in the citadel are in their mid-twenties.’ 
 
    It was true – every single one of the women I had seen was a fully-grown adult. 
 
    ‘That’s insane.’ 
 
    ‘I know. And considering you’re only 22, no wonder you have had no time to learn how to fight.’ 
 
    ‘Well, there isn’t much help that you can give me now. If the men of your kind were brought to extinction after a lifetime of training then I’m screwed.’ 
 
    Ariadne paused for a moment, biting the inside of her mouth and looking me up and down. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ she ordered, heading out of my cell – and leaving the door open in the process, and her spear resting against the wall next to it. 
 
    I could go right now. I could grab the spear, dash out the door and make a break for it. I don’t have anywhere to go, but anywhere is better than facing that battlefield tomorrow. 
 
    But I didn’t. All I did was stare across at the open doorway, drawing in one breath after another, until Ariadne returned. 
 
    I don’t know why I didn’t go. It wasn’t hesitation, it was… Something I couldn’t even pin down. 
 
    The spear appeared before she did, the sharpened tip angling through the doorway followed by the handle clasped in her hand. 
 
    ‘Catch.’ 
 
    I barely had time to register the word, never mind scrambling for the pole which I just managed to wrap my fingers around after fumbling awkwardly for a moment. 
 
    ‘What’s this for?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ She asked sarcastically. 
 
    ‘You’re not serious, are you? You want me to use this?’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what I want you to do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way I’m gonna be able to learn how to use this in one night.’ 
 
    ‘Look, Kit,’ Ariadne said resolutely, turning to me, ‘You can train now and have a decent chance of surviving in battle tomorrow, or you can not train and definitely get your guts sliced up. Earlier today I saw a man weigh up the choice between dying at the hands of his attackers or jumping off a cliff without wings to his likely death. The other girls may have been baffled by that, but I wasn’t. I saw the bravery and the intelligence it took to make a decision like that. I saw something in you. So you can sit here feeling sorry for yourself or you can be the guy who I saw jump off a cliff earlier, put your brave face on and we can get you battle-ready.’ 
 
    I weighed the spear in my hand, examining it. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I conceded. ‘Let’s do this.’ 
 
    ‘Good. First things first – try and kill me.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Pick up your spear, point it at me, and throw the pointy end my way.’ 
 
    I examined my weapon, moving it to the opposite end of the cell and raising it up. 
 
    ‘Like a javelin, right?’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t matter,’ I said quickly, readying it. ‘You’re sure about this?’ 
 
    ‘Sure as I’m ever gonna be. Kill me.’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t say that.’ 
 
    ‘Why, what are you gonna do? Wimp out? That’s okay, it’ll make for a quick fight tomorrow. Actually, fight probably isn’t the best term for it. Slaughter is probably more appropriate.’ 
 
    I gritted my teeth, tensed my arm brought it back before launching the spear straight at Ariadne. 
 
    The instant it left my hand it was out of my control, and a paradoxical feeling of guilt took over my mind. 
 
    What if it hit her? What if it hit her straight in the neck and she choked on her own blood? 
 
    A brutal thought, sure, but in the six or seven yards that it had to fly even I could pull off a shot like that. 
 
    And I would have done – the spear would have hit her straight in the face if she hadn’t darted to the side sharply, ducking away from the shot and sliding up to the wall by the cell door. The spear twanged off the wall and recoiled sharply to the ground nearby, shaking upon the floor. 
 
    ‘See, you’re not that bad!’ 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I panted, my hands shaking like crazy, ‘I could’ve killed you!’ 
 
    ‘You could have, but you didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re okay with that?’ 
 
    ‘I was okay with my abilities. I put my faith in them, and they saved me. Now it’s your job to do the same.’ 
 
    ‘Why a spear?’ I asked. ‘Surely you’ve got weapons that are easier to wield than this?’ 
 
    ‘They have been a favourite in battle with our people for centuries. Their speed and ranged capabilities allow us to take out the wings of attackers at a distance, and in case you hadn’t noticed already a lot of the creatures on the islands can fly. That said, some prefer swords, and some go for bows.’ 
 
    ‘What about after you’ve thrown it, though?’ 
 
    ‘Then we go to our kill, pick it up and finish them off if need be.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a risky way to fight, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Would be if our aim was terrible. It’s a good thing it’s not.’ 
 
    We smiled across at each other. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, ‘But I’d prefer something that I can hold onto. I know those things we’re fighting off against can slice at close distance, but if I throw a spear, even if I do get a good hit by some miracle, I still have to get to it. I don’t have wings, so I’d need to literally run to the spear. It’ll take me way longer. No, I need something that I can keep on me.’ 
 
    ‘Not a bad point,’ Ariadne said. ‘Okay, wait a moment.’ 
 
    She took off again before returning a minute later with a sword and shield. They were reasonably well-kept, albeit having been unused for a while. 
 
    ‘Some of our warriors prefer shorter range weapons as long as they’re using heavier armour. Give them a try.’ 
 
    I did as I was told, strapping the shield across the back of my left forearm and clasping the handle of the sword in my right. 
 
    ‘How does it feel?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty decent,’ I remarked. ‘I think I could get used to this a lot faster than the spear.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s put it to the test, then.’ 
 
    So just like that, the holding cell where I was being kept by the Alerian Harpies became my own training zone. 
 
    I was in decent shape thanks to years of push-ups and sit-ups on my apartment floor, as well as jogging whenever I got the chance, but all of that was nothing compared to what Ariadne put my through. She began with basic moves, throwing jabs my way and showing me how to return them, alongside swipes and defensive movements. I had watched boxing on TV occasionally and could never understand why they became so exhausted after a few rounds to the point that they were basically grappling with each other in exhaustion, but after a few sessions with Ariadne that took us straight to the sunset, I understood why. A combination of pumping adrenaline and sharp, quick movements compounded one after the other and turned me into a sweating mess. Ariadne’s forehead was similarly beaded, but she didn’t have a shine on me. 
 
    ‘All right, we gotta stop,’ I panted, throwing my sword and shield down on the concrete slab that I called a bed. ‘I don’t wanna exhaust myself before tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘You might be a little sore in the morning, Kit.’ 
 
    ‘Sleeping on concrete isn’t going to help much.’ 
 
    ‘True... Let me see what I can do about that.’ 
 
    Ariadne retreated from the room once more, leaving me alone and unguarded within yet again. This time I didn’t even consider running – not because I was too tired, but because the whole concept seemed pointless. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I still wasn’t terrified. 
 
    My harpy captor returned a short while later with a stack of cushions, some water and some bread on a plate. She dumped the cushions and blankets down upon the slab and threw a bread roll to me, and a moment later we were sat side by side atop the cushions eating together, staring at the opposite wall absently. 
 
    ‘You know, you girls really aren’t what I imagined harpies would look like.’ 
 
    ‘What did you imagine?’ 
 
    ‘In all the pictures I’ve ever seen you have clawed hands and talons… The only thing that separates your kind from the people in my world is the wings. You look totally normal.’ 
 
    ‘There are other harpies like the ones you have just described, but we consider them to be enemies. They live far across the archipelago on distant islands. They are a vicious kind.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t doubt it…’ 
 
    I paused to take some food, chewing at a hunk of bread. 
 
    ‘So how are you feeling?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘I’m okay,’ I replied. ‘Okay, maybe a little terrified, but I’ll be all right.’ 
 
    ‘Really? Your impending death could be right around the corner and that’s all you’ve got to say?’ 
 
    ‘I jumped off a cliff earlier because I thought it would be the slightly less statistically sure way of getting killed. Death has been staring me in the face all day… And kind of my entire life, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah. No parents, no grandparents, no living relatives that I even know of.’ 
 
    ‘That’s awful. How do you speak so freely about it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s how it’s always been for me. I guess I just… Expect it as the norm. I take things on the chin and deal with them. I wasn’t always like this, but I had to get used to thinking this way fast as the years passed and different things hit me.’ 
 
    ‘I know that feeling.’ 
 
    ‘Did you have a husband? Before… You know, everything happened?’ 
 
    ‘What is husband?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have that here?’ 
 
    ‘Have what?’ 
 
    ‘It’s like… The person you spend the rest of your life with.’ 
 
    ‘Our kind don’t form relationships in such a fashion. We have, or we had, a free society. The men and the women laid together freely, with whomever they desired. We live too long to form bonds with a single person.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds crazy… In a good way, I mean. So… You just went from bedroom to bedroom sleeping with different men?’ 
 
    ‘And women, sometimes.’ 
 
    I almost choked on the mouthful of bread that I had been holding on to, but managed to hold it back. 
 
    ‘You have sex with women too?’ 
 
    ‘As I said, we have sex with men and women.’ 
 
    I tried to stop my mouth from falling agape, but the more I thought about it the more it made sense. The Roman attire, the Greek architecture – back in both societies bath houses were synonymous with rampant fucking. There was no concept of sexuality. 
 
    ‘So… What about the women on this island? Do you…?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, all the time. The women enjoy each other’s company considerably… But take it from me, almost all are starved of men. So much so that they’ve forgotten how it used to be. It has been too long since any of us have had a man.’ 
 
    I turned to look over at Ariadne, but she was already way ahead of me. Her head was rested against the wall behind her, her eyes gazing back at me intensely. 
 
    ‘Now I realise why you’ve been being so nice to me.’ 
 
    ‘Was it so obvious?’ 
 
    ‘A little, but every other time I’ve been snatched up by harpies my inhibitions have tended to be a little off.’ 
 
    There was no way that a kiss wasn’t going to happen – we were panting for air like hungry animals, having just struck and hit at each other for almost an hour. In the dim sunset light of the cell, the blue of Ariadne’s eyes illuminated, reflecting in the panels of light through my single window, and our lips met. 
 
    I couldn’t deny how hot I thought she was. Ever since she had pulled off her armour to reveal her busty chest and tight, round behind, all I could help but wonder was how much of a crime it was to keep her body hidden away beneath steel plates and coverings. 
 
    Her luscious lips fought against mine passionately as she moved to sit atop me, the silk of the underwear between her legs brushing against my growing hardness. Even considering the fighting I felt more stifled than ever inside of my jeans, but my mind was on other things; running my hands up Ariadne’s back for one, as our tongues played intermittently and I felt the smoothness of her skin, which quickly gave way to the unbelievable softness of her wings pressed against her back. 
 
    It was a weird thing to experience for the first time, but I quickly got used to the feeling and above everything indulged in it. It was pure ecstasy as she pressed her body up against mine, running a soft hand up the back of my neck and into my hair before pulling me closer to her and burying my face in her cleavage, which I relinquished to gladly. 
 
    I had thought that it couldn’t get any better, but Ariadne was way ahead of me. She pulled my damp shirt from my body, lifting it over my head and casting it aside recklessly, not that I cared in the slightest. She slid herself down expertly over my body, kissing and biting at my torso as she moved lower and lower, before finally coming to rest on her knees upon a cushion before me. My throbbing length was undeniable, and she knew it; with feverish desire she undid my jeans, or at least tried to, having trouble with them before ripping them open with unknown strength. 
 
    ‘Such strange garments…’ She said curiously, sliding her fingers into my waistband. ‘We will equip you with new ones before the battle tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘I was never crazy about those old things anyway…’ 
 
    ‘Good…’ She moaned, ‘It has been too long since I had the taste of a man in my mouth, and I have no desire to wait any longer…’ 
 
    Ariadne wasn’t shy about it. She pulled my jeans and my boxers down my legs, my hard length practically springing free. She took the base of me in her hand and gazed into my eyes, keeping me locked in the best of staring contests as she brought her tongue to the base of my shaft and licked me slowly, ascending to the head of my cock before wrapping her lips around me. 
 
    My body felt tight from the sparring, perhaps a little too tight, but the sensation of Ariadne’s tongue teasing me relentlessly only sent my chest and my abs even tenser. I rested my head back against the wall, letting the harpy take me as she soaked my cock with her mouth, running her lips up and down me faster and faster. I had had a few girlfriends at college, but it had been all take and no give. This was like nothing I had ever experienced; Ariadne wanted to please, and I was more than happy for her to do so. 
 
    I kept control of myself as best as I could, simultaneously begging for it to continue while hoping that my mind would somehow withstand the throes of pleasure to last just a little longer, to bask in the perfection of it, when the harpy slid me from her mouth and pulled herself away. 
 
    ‘You enjoy your warm-up?’ She asked, sliding the tip of a finger into her mouth and sucking at it. She really did want to savour me. 
 
    ‘That was a warm-up?’ I asked in disbelief. ‘What else did you have in mind?’ 
 
    Ariadne grinned devilishly before sinking her fingers into her silk bra and pulling it down over her huge, busty chest. She was more perfect than I could have even imagined, her sun-kissed skin extending to her breasts. She licked her fingers, sliding the wetness of her mouth to the space between her chest before raising herself up and wrapping her huge tits around my cock. 
 
    This time it was a miracle that I managed to last even a minute. She was merciless in the pumping of her breasts up and down on my rock-hard length, moving into a fast speed quickly. I moved my hips, fucking her chest passionately as we both panted breathlessly. The fight may have taken it out of us, but this was a whole other game. 
 
    I couldn’t take it anymore. I had to have her. 
 
    I pushed away from the wall, lifting Ariadne to her feet before picking her up in my arms. She wrapped her legs around my back, refusing to let me go for even a second to ditch the rest of my clothes, but I was beyond caring. I set her down on her back on the bed, resting her upon the cushions as I pulled away the garments wrapped around her waist and threw them aside with the same carelessness as she had exhibited. 
 
    I understood why, now – it had been less than a year since the last time I had been with a girl, but Ariadne had literally been waiting for decades to experience a man again. 
 
    And I wasn’t about to shirk that duty. I would satisfy it gladly. 
 
    I brought myself between her legs, revelling in the sound of Ariadne’s pleasured shriek as the head of my cock touched the soaking sensitivity that awaited me. She was so wet that I couldn’t help but push into her immediately, watching her perfect body seize, her slender back arching with pleasure as I steadily filled her up, her huge breasts sticking into the air. 
 
    There was no time to do things sensuously; Ariadne wanted it hard and fast, and that was exactly what I did. 
 
    In the dim light of my new home I pushed into her over and over, filling her wetness up over and over again as she let out animalistic moans of pleasure, throwing her head back against the cushions beneath her and clenching her eyes shut. I hoped more than anything that there were no guards left in the corridor, because her ecstasy-ridden screams echoed far beyond the walls of the cell. They peaked with a high scream as her body seized again and she threw her head back, her own walls clamping down hard around my shaft as she came around me. 
 
    Seeing her submissive before me was too much, and I unleashed everything that had been building over the last few hours, the frustration, the confusion, the ferocity and the passion as I came into her, groaning out loudly as she took every drop that I gave her. 
 
    Afterwards we collapsed on the bed together, our arms brushing up against each other as we drank more and breathed deeply, both of us still completely, unashamedly naked. 
 
    ‘I’d almost forgotten…’ Ariadne panted, ‘how good it was to feel a man inside of me… By the gods…’ 
 
    My mind was a haze of pleasure and exhaustion, a mess of scattered thoughts that I couldn’t even begin to wrap my head around, and I wasn’t going to try. Our words eventually drifted off into the darkness, along with my mind as the night fell upon the archipelago and a much-needed sleep took hold of me. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
    The Warrior’s Rage 
 
    Light gleamed through the window when I awoke. In the stupor of waking I only half-hoped that yesterday had been a dream; the rampant fucking with Ariadne had been beyond amazing, but the prospect of the upcoming battle that I was being thrown into came rushing back to me. 
 
    I might have been around death my entire life but judgement day had come, and there was no way that I was getting out of it. 
 
    I was still naked, sprawled across the cushions atop my concrete slab when the door clunked open and Ariadne appeared. She was clad in her armour once again, straightened up with spear in hand when she laid eyes upon me. 
 
    ‘Back for a second round?’ I asked, sitting up and briefly wondering where the hell this confidence had come from. 
 
    But the moment that Ariadne registered the sight of me, her eyes went wide with shock. I heard footsteps moving along incoming along the passage that led to my cell, and jumped to my feet. 
 
    Ariadne moved swiftly to the side, standing to attention, as Princess Evelina appeared. I barely had time to clasp my hands between my legs to cover myself, feeling the weirdest sensation the moment I did – this didn’t feel like me. I chanced a quick look down and saw… 
 
    Had I grown overnight or something? 
 
    ‘My…’ Princess Evelina said, placing her hands behind her back. She was sporting a blue gown now, in a similar style to the one she had been wearing yesterday, ‘I see you’ve made yourself comfortable, stranger.’ 
 
    ‘Uhh, yeah…’ I said awkwardly. ‘Seeing as the battle’s today I thought I may as well spend the night relaxing, you know…’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. And I see that Guard Ariadne has kindly supplied you with some softer bedding. An excellent idea, Ariadne.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, your highness,’ she said professionally. 
 
    ‘You claim that you have no experience in battle,’ the princess said, returning to me, ‘but your body would suggest differently.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t mean to brag, but I do the occasional push-up and jog a little.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t mean to tell me that push-ups and running have done this to you, can you?’ 
 
    I looked at her in confusion as she nodded to my body, slowly looking me up and down. I took to examining myself, dragging my eyes from where my hands were cupped, and suddenly realised the more pressing change; that tightness that I had felt yesterday had exacerbated, but in a good way. I didn’t feel tired or stiff, but my muscles were larger and more defined beneath my skin, as if I had just achieved the greatest pump of my life after a brutal workout. 
 
    Pecs, abs, bulging biceps and triceps, and strong quads on my lower half that made my once tall, slim frame much wider and more dominant. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ I muttered to myself, taking my hands away from myself and running them across the defined lines in my body. ‘How did this happen?!’ 
 
    I looked back up at Ariadne and Princess Evelina, who both looked sharply away from me in random directions the moment that I saw their faces. I couldn’t help but grin in my cockiness, but could I really be blamed? A freaking princess had just checked me out. 
 
    ‘Get yourself dressed,’ the princess said, dragging her gaze back up to my eyes and fighting to keep it there. ‘We depart in one hour.’ 
 
    She turned swiftly and left, her feet clapping against the stone floor of the passage and out of earshot. I only clicked onto the gravitas of what she had said a few seconds later. 
 
    ‘Wait, we?’ I said, turning to Ariadne. ‘What the hell does she mean by we?’ 
 
    ‘She is part of the scouting party,’ Ariadne said matter-of-factly. 
 
    ‘But she’s the princess.’ 
 
    ‘Just because she’s the princess doesn’t mean that she doesn’t have duties as a fighter. She is a formidable foe. If we needed the queen to fight, she would also do the same. Even if she is our leader, it is still a required duty to participate in combat.’ 
 
    ‘If only my world were like that,’ I scoffed. ‘It’d probably be a much more peaceful place.’ 
 
    ‘Ours is certainly not peaceful. Although I suppose you don’t have insane creatures that could rip you apart in your world, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Metaphorically,’ I said. ‘But no, I guess not.’ 
 
    Ariadne departed and returned a short while later with my armour, my sword and my shield. It was composed of worn, scratched steel that had evidently seen more than its fair share of battles. 
 
    As I figured it out, tightening it around my body piece by piece in the morning light of my cell, I tried to think of my new body, of this world and of the newfound confidence that seemed to have come along with it all… But that confidence had been a fleeting shadow that had only appeared with my new, formidable figure. 
 
    In the quickly approaching face of battle, I felt like garbage. Once my armour was tightened I looked down at my sword and shield upon the cushions on my bed. I ran my hands over my neck lightly, feeling the sensitivity of my skin beneath my touch, and thought back to the battle that I had witnessed yesterday. 
 
    The unnamed harpy who had fallen on the bloodstained grass of the battlefield had had her neck ripped open by those things. Snatchers, Ariadne had called them. 
 
    That harpy had likely trained her entire life in the ways of combat, and she had been taken down in seconds by them. 
 
    Now here I was, about to face the same enemies, with a single night’s combat training and a serious, serious lack of wings compared to both of my so-called allies and my prospective foes. 
 
    The door to my cell opened and Ariadne appeared, looking me up and down. 
 
    ‘You ready, Kit?’ 
 
    ‘I think so,’ I lied. ‘There’s just one more thing that I’ve gotta do.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    I stared down at my sword and shield for a moment before my chest heaved and I wretched violently. The next thing I knew I was bent prostrate over my previously unused shit-bucket in the corner, chucking my guts into it relentlessly. 
 
    Finally finishing, I staggered back to the table in the centre of the room and took up a final glass of water, clearing my mouth out, before taking up my sword and shield and turning to her for what would likely be the last time. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, gutting up as best as I could. ‘I’m ready.’ 
 
    I walked alongside her to the end of the passage and up the steps into the light of the early morning. Together we walked through the streets of the citadel as the already familiar presence of the harpies appeared one by one. They followed us along passages and narrow roads, some waiting for us in the doorways to houses, others looking down from their rooftop perches. 
 
    This time, though, the girls had reached an unspoken truce in their expressions; there was no smiling or laughing, no looks of fear or scepticism or apprehension. 
 
    Every one of them looked upon me with welcoming, sullen faces. I had yet to speak to a single one of them beyond Ariadne, Queen Athina and Princess Evelina, but the familiarity of their woeful, longing stares took the fear away from me for a few long, fleeting moments and replaced it with a strange sense of regret. 
 
    I had just arrived in this world, and I was likely about to be taken from it. 
 
    In the plaza we joined with three other harpies clad in armour. Not a second after I arrived I watched as Princess Evelina appeared at the head of the steps, giving her the queen a final look before she descended the steps to meet us. 
 
    The queen’s stony expression remained, but I knew it wasn’t out of a lack of love for her daughter. It was a requirement for such a situation. This was what the harpies had become, after what Ariadne had told me. This is what they had to become in order to have a chance of surviving. 
 
    Silence reigned over the plaza as we headed out, the rest of the harpies following in our wake. Princess Evelina didn’t lead. Amongst our group she was just another soldier, wearing the same armour made of the same steel. 
 
    We approached a pair of large wooden gates that were pulled open by two harpies standing either side of them, and out into the undefended world we went. 
 
      
 
    ‘You really think this is going to work, Evelina?’ 
 
    Ariadne broke the silence only a minute after the gates had closed behind us. We had emerged onto a grass verge marred by a makeshift series of steps that clearly indicated we weren’t in the safety of the citadel any longer. 
 
    Only now did I get a decent view of the sheer size of Aries Island – it was a gigantic land mass, stretching out at least a mile from where we stood in every direction. Rolling cliffs and hills were interspersed haphazardly with patches of tropical forests, ranging from small and bare to large and deep, one of the latter of which we were heading in the direction of. 
 
    Weirdly enough, though, that wasn’t what I was focusing on. 
 
    ‘You looking to get your ass kicked?’ I said to Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Well if I am, I doubt you’ll be the one doing it.’ 
 
    The rest of the harpies laughed from behind their helmets and masks. 
 
    ‘You just referred to the princess by her first name,’ I said. ‘I would’ve thought you would be ended for that.’ 
 
    ‘It may be the case inside the walls of the citadel,’ Princess Evelina said. ‘But the moment we don our armour and step beyond those gates, I am a solider like any other. In combat we are all equals. A sword hits us all the same way.’ 
 
    I was completely taken aback, understanding the logic immediately but struggling to wrap my head around it. 
 
    Out here in the wilds of the island, she was just Evelina. 
 
    ‘Damn,’ I said, ‘Well, if that’s the case, I feel the need to say the following; fuck you, Evelina. Really, fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t really think that I deserve that,’ Evelina said, not even dropping a beat. 
 
    ‘Don’t deserve it?’ I said with exasperation. ‘You’re escorting me to my death. Don’t worry, I’m not gonna make a run for it or anything. Your mother made that situation pretty clear. I’m just weighing up my options, but that old vulture hasn’t really given me many.’ 
 
    She moved so quickly at the drop of that final sentence that I hardly had time to stop. The next thing I knew Evelina was pointing the sharpened end of her spear straight at my Adam’s apple. I screeched to a halt just in time to avoid slicing me neck open and bleeding out, at least prematurely. 
 
    Ariadne and the rest of the harpies all stopped and turned in our direction as Evelina stared me down hard, a look of pure thunder flaring in her eyes. 
 
    ‘I may be just another soldier out here, Kit,’ she said slowly through teeth gritted so hard that they could have chewed through my armour, ‘but if you talk about my queen like that again I’m gonna turn you into a suckling pig and personally feed you to the Snatchers myself.’ 
 
    I didn’t need to say anything in response to Evelina. She could probably guess from the flat expression of regret on my face that I took back every fucking word that I had said. Slowly, she pulled the spear away from my neck before carrying on in the direction we had been heading, along with the rest of the harpies. 
 
    ‘And,’ she continued, a smile returning to her voice, ‘she’s not my mother.’ 
 
    I hurried after them, keeping a tight hold on my sword and shield. By my estimations I was probably carrying at least a hundred pounds of weight on my person, but it felt like less than half of that. My newfound muscles weren’t just for show – they actually worked. 
 
    ‘What the hell does that mean?’ I whispered to Ariadne. ‘That she’s not the queen’s daughter? I thought she was the heir.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story,’ Ariadne replied. ‘Not now.’ 
 
    I let it slide, but the situation still baffled me. I had never heard of someone unrelated to the royal line becoming the new leader, in any monarchy. Wasn’t that the point of a monarchy in the first place. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I said catching up with them. ‘What is the plan?’ 
 
    ‘Based on our intelligence,’ Ariadne said, ‘the group of snatchers that we’ve been tracking will be making their way through that patch of forest – there.’ She pointed to the forest in question with her spear. It was at least a few hundred yards in diameter on all sides. ‘Snatchers may be able to fly, but they’ll be wanting to keep a low profile. They’ll stay low on approach. We’re going to stay in the trees above as they approach, then execute a surprise vertical attack the moment they’re beneath us.’ 
 
    ‘Now I get why you aren’t flying down there,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Low profile,’ Evelina remarked. ‘And we don’t want to leave your pathetic behind up here.’ 
 
    A round of laughter came from the harpies. I didn’t mind being the butt of the jokes though. Perspective has a way of bypassing your ego when your life is on the line. 
 
    We were descending into a heart of darkness as the hill bottomed out and we approached the forest, but the sun had different things to say. As I looked out over the archipelago in the midday light, I marvelled at the sheer scale of the network of islands that stretched out across the ocean. Once the harpies had controlled all of this – now they were confined to this one island and still clinging onto it, even with every single one of the men gone - apart from me. But considering what had happened to all of the other men who had once occupied these lands, I didn’t exactly like the way that this was going. 
 
    A screeching roar suddenly boomed across the island, and all five of the harpies came to a halt. The wings on the backs of some fluttered sharply before settling, like those of a frightened bird. A large flock of colourful, winged creatures exploded from a small patch of forest down the cliffside to our left, soaring sharply into the sky in a frantic upheaval.  
 
    ‘Let’s keep moving,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that? 
 
    ‘It’s not just us and the snatchers that occupy this island,’ she replied ominously. ‘There are things out there that the sun itself is terrified to cast its light upon.’ 
 
    I refrained from following it up, only managing a gulp. 
 
    We proceeded on until the undergrowth became thicker and any semblance of a path that had existed gave onto tall grass and thick shrubbery. 
 
    And up ahead, awaiting us, the forest loomed. 
 
    At the edge of the treeline a torrent of raindrops rushed down from a palm leaf overhead, tapping on the shoulders of my armour. The vegetation of the island looked familiar, but all of it possessed a brighter, more colourful tinge than anything I had seen back on Earth. 
 
    ‘Silence from here on out,’ Ariadne said, turning to me. ‘Nothing more than a whisper. And watch your footing.’ 
 
    ‘For twigs or dry leaves, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Sure. And traps, too.’ 
 
    ‘Traps?’ 
 
    ‘Snatchers may look stupid, and in some respects they are, but they still possess reason and the ability to make tools. Be on your guard.’ 
 
    I gulped once again, my heart racing in my chest. 
 
    But I had done enough worrying about dying. I thought back to the cliff, and the gut-wrenching drop. I had been a dead man once already in the last 24 hours… It was time to nut up and deal with it. 
 
    The six of us broke through the treeline, and together we trekked through thick shrubbery and between tree trunks that grew thicker and thicker the further and deeper we ventured. I stayed silent, copiously examining and calculating every single step that I took, checking obsessively for any sign of something that wanted to maim or wipe me out. 
 
    I was light on my feet when I needed to be, at least back in Chesterfield during late night jogging sessions, but I was still getting the hang of the strength that I commanded. It was a miracle that I didn’t go toppling on my ass and awakening every single predator that wanted me dead before we came to a halt in a patch of the forest that was a little more bare than the rest. 
 
    One of the three other harpies that had joined us held up her hand, and we all ground to a halt. She knelt down, examining the undergrowth, before turning and nodding. Together we examined it, and after a moment of training my eyes in the darkness of the forest, any glowing overhead blocked out by the thick leaves that hung abundantly from the innumerable branches above us, I realised what we were looking at. There was a makeshift, barely worn path through the forest, with some of the dried dirt even bearing signs of footprints. 
 
    Suddenly, no more than fifty yards off, there was a rustling ahead of us in the forest. The harpies all stood from where they knelt, their wings outstretching. They nodded to each other, before bending their knees and swiftly, silently, taking off into the air above. 
 
    Even considering the fear that was coursing through me, I still couldn’t help but marvel at the majestic sight of their white wings striking against the air as they ascended alongside the trees, eventually leaping from branch to branch before they settled in their selected positions, looking down upon exactly where I stood and readying their weapons. 
 
    I felt like the target all of a sudden, but that wasn’t the case – and not all of the harpies had left me. Evelina remained be my side. 
 
    ‘Sorry for keeping this from you until now, Kit,’ she whispered, ‘but I need to request that you stay here until the snatchers arrive.’ 
 
    ‘Can’t you just carry me up there with the rest of you?’ 
 
    ‘I could, but that would negate our strategy and render our missions useless.’ 
 
    ‘… Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because we need someone to stay down here and ensure that the snatchers remain in a confined space so that we can take them out quickly.’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to say another word, Evelina winked at me, stepped back, looked up to the branches high overhead and took off, her white wings carrying her effortlessly into the air to land upon a branch with the others. 
 
    It didn’t matter, though – I already had the answer to my question. 
 
    No, I wasn’t the target. 
 
    I was the bait. 
 
    And the snatchers were approaching. 
 
    I readied my sword and shield, awaiting the oncoming horde of humanoid creatures that were approaching fast, the rustling of leaves and the tearing of branches and the snarling of scarred maws growing louder and louder. 
 
    The thought of them upon the pasture ripping through that harpy’s neck and leaving her bloodied and lifeless upon the floor came flooding back to me. 
 
    I didn’t know who was my ally and who was my enemy. In this land it could have been either of these groups of beings, but one thing I was sure of; the harpies seemed to want me dead a lot less than the snatchers did. 
 
    Up until now, that was; now it was pretty neck and neck. 
 
    Around the looming tree trunk directly in front of me two of the humanoids swooped. It took a second for them to realise that I was here at all, and from their maws an array of screeching, violent howls boomed in my direction. 
 
    Even if I had seen their work already, even if I had seen the death that they could bring in seconds, the roaring adrenaline rush in that moment made me truly believe that I could take both of them, if only for a second. That lasted until a moment later, when more than a dozen of the creatures came swarming around the trees ahead of me, forming a semi-circle formation around me that said one thing. 
 
    You are well and truly fucked, good sir. 
 
    A shrieking series of war cries broke out overhead, and the harpies descended onto my assailants. 
 
    They not only dropped onto the creatures, they propelled themselves at them, using the force of their wings against the air, fighting against the limitations of gravity in throwing themselves forward with their spears. Each of my five allies – I had settled on that word, considering they had put my life in danger and now saved it – speared a creature each into the ground. Spears tore through tattered feathers, splintering skulls and destroying jaws, nailing their bodies-turned-corpses into the ground before simultaneously ripping them free and turning to the rest. 
 
    I had a chance. I could turn and run. But not a single cell in my body made to turn. 
 
    For some godforsaken reason that I couldn’t even begin to fathom, I wanted to stay and fight. 
 
    So I did. 
 
    The cramped surroundings of the forest made for awkward, brutal conditions to fight in. Moving forward with my sword in hand, I made for a snatcher whose claws were interlocked with Ariadne’s spear. She pushed hard, gritting her teeth, and just as it began to bend I spun the handle of my sword in shaking hands, holding it blade-down like a dagger, and leaped forward, plunging the blade deep into the Snatcher’s throat. 
 
    I had stabbed with all my might, yet the tough skin of the beast still gave some resistance. It was no match for my new strength, though. The blade dug deep into its neck and through its chest, and its body seized up, a splatter of blood coughing from its mouth and onto Ariadne’s armour in the process, before I withdrew the sword roughly. 
 
    I was so happy with my kill that I paused. Mistake number one: hesitating in battle, even for a moment, will get you killed. 
 
    Ariadne grabbed a hold of my shoulder and forced me to the ground at her feet, thrusting her spear over my head. I had just enough time to see the sharpened tip cut through the wing of another snatcher, but she didn’t give it an inch – wrenching her spear upwards with an emphatic war cry, it ripped through the creature’s wing, tearing it up to the bone and breaking it. 
 
    Ariadne pulled her spear free, but the creature wasn’t done. While the battle raged chaotically around us in a mess of yells and sprays of blood, our present foe gave a lurch forward with its claws. I raised my shield just in time to protect my face, but the creature’s claws tore through the wood like it was nothing, sending shreds splintering in my direction. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I acted instinctively, and it worked better than I could have even imagined. The creature’s claws had become stuck within the wood of my shield, and in wrenching my arm to the left it went stumbling down with it. Ariadne skirted around to its leg, smashing her spear down through its clawed foot and releasing a hellish, horrific scream from its lungs. It fought against it, blood spilling like a broken faucet from its foot as it yelped in pain. 
 
    I leaped to my feet, explosive energy bursting through my body. My hair was matted with sweat, my skin and armour stained with blood. I must have looked like a madman. 
 
    But I didn’t care. No mercy, only anger. I rounded hurriedly to the side of the creature, swinging my sword back over my shoulder and swinging it against its neck. 
 
    I was ready for the toughness of the scales this time, ready to own the moment, and with an uncontrollable war cry from my own lungs this time the blade cut clean through it. Its head went flying into the darkness of the forest as blood spurted from its neck, its body falling to the side. 
 
    But that wasn’t the only thing that happened. A surge of fury had briefly pushed through me, and the moment the blade met with the creature’s scales a shockwave seemed to explode outwards from my sword. 
 
    I could not only hear it – I could see it. It was a resonation through the air, a low bass sound that rang through my ears. 
 
    In the continuing, relentless chaos that proceeded to rage around me, everyone staggered back mid-fight, thrown off balance. 
 
    In the haze of figures striking each other I saw Evelina look in my direction, her eyes going wide with shock as she stared at me, murmuring something to herself before striking at another snatcher before her. 
 
    CLANG. 
 
    A pair of claws suddenly swept out of nowhere, hitting my breastplate. The force was so swift that the metal caved, knocking the wind out of my chest as I flew backwards to the ground. 
 
    Ariadne yanked her spear from the slain snatcher’s foot, hurling it at the one that had just attacked me, before one of the harpies from nearby came flying forwards and speared the beast in the centre of its forehead. 
 
    I regained myself, looking around in the brief moment available to me in which no immediate threats appeared. I may have had a procession of small victories but we were becoming overwhelmed, and fast. One of the snatchers struck at one of the three harpies that had come with us, her spear missing a defensive pose and its talons ripping through the skin around her forearm. She let out a shriek of pain, staggering to the ground as one of her allies took on the attacker from behind, but two more were encroaching in on her. 
 
    That same ringing as before when I had gone for the kill resonated through my mind, and that was when the feeling sank in. 
 
    I had rarely felt rage in my life, but in that moment I knew exactly the feeling that was bubbling up inside of me. It was unmistakable, the brutal, relentless feeling of maddening anger that could go nowhere but outwards. 
 
    If I kept it in any longer I would explode. 
 
    ‘Argghhh…’ I groaned loudly. I wanted to scream, to bellow my lungs out, but this was more than that. My hands were shaking so brutally, so fiercely, that I struggled just to keep a hold on my sword, which was… 
 
    The blade wasn’t reflecting off the sun – there were no rays making it down here. 
 
    And even if there were it wouldn’t explain the red glow that my sword was giving off. 
 
    I blinked, and the same shade of red filled my vision. The greens and browns of the forest, the white wings of the harpies, were gone. Everything had turned a dark shade of sepia, like I was looking into an old photograph. 
 
    I let out another groan, or what I thought was one – it escaped me as a guttural, roaring growl, the way a bear yells out in intimidation, and in the haze of the combat around me I saw Evelina turn in my direction. 
 
    ‘Everybody up!’ She yelled. ‘NOW!’ 
 
    All five of the harpies, even the one who had been injured, suddenly unleashed their wings and leaped into the air, taking off. 
 
    Which left only me – some of the snatchers ascended in pursuit, but the dozen or so that remained all turned in my direction. 
 
    And for some reason, I didn’t care. 
 
    All I could comprehend was the seething, impossible fury that flowed through my body, an anger that could go nowhere but into the world around me. I raised my sword, ready to take a swipe at the first creature that tried to attack. I was ready. 
 
    Then it hit me. 
 
    A compulsive, sharp explosion of energy coursed through every part of my body. My arms and legs threw out, my head rolled back, and another sonic boom burst from me. This one was beyond the limitations of rustling feathers and shaking branches, though. 
 
    Every one of the Snatchers closing imminently upon me fell back. Blood and entrails erupted from them as their remains smashed into trees. The trunks splintered, the weaker of them breaking entirely from their roots and falling away from me, smashing down into the forest floor. 
 
    The redness drained away from my vision sharply as I drew in a generous helping of air, but just as I did, the rest of the world began to seep away from me. My head suddenly felt like it weighed a tonne and was begging to hit the floor – before it did, I chanced a look down at the sword that was still clasped in my grip. 
 
    All that remained was the bound handle. The blade had shattered, the gleaming, sharpened steel pieces lying in the forest floor beneath me. 
 
    I staggered to the right, my legs quickly giving up any attempt to hold my body upright, and I toppled onto my back, casting the handle aside. 
 
    The last thing I saw in the quiet of the forest were the wings of the harpies, outstretched, riding on the air as they descended towards me, angelic silhouettes in the stealing light that seeped through the leaves high above. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
    Audience with Royalty 
 
    When I had first awoken in the citadel on Aries Island my back ached like crazy. The stone slab that I had been offered as a bed hadn’t exactly done wonders, and I had felt it for a short while after. The following morning I had been afforded the opportunity of the various cushions that Ariadne had brought for me, which I had to admit was a little better than waking up on a literal slab of flattened rock, but the hardness of said rock had still managed to make its way through to my spine. 
 
    When I woke up for the third time on the island, and from the second occasion on which I had passed out due to forces out of my control, I felt like I was floating on a freaking marshmallow. Granted I felt like I had been hit by a truck, but the softness of whatever I was lying on compensated easily for that. 
 
    My eyes flickering steadily open to adjust to the light, I found that there was none; I was indoors, but not back in my cell. Pushing myself up groggily and looking around, I found myself in an underground sauna. Past my feet was a large, steaming pool that had been built into the rocks that surrounded it. The water was a luscious, indulgent blue and on the walls surrounding it were a series of flaming torches that lit the room ambiently. On the opposite end of the pool, which was at least ten yards in diameter, was a meticulously carved archway that framed a series of steps leading upwards and into unseen territory. 
 
    I was lain upon a large bed drenched in silk sheets and hefty cushions and pillows. My body had been stripped of my armour, and I was wearing nothing but a pair of men’s shorts that I couldn’t call my own. 
 
    ‘Kit… You’re awake.’ 
 
    My head spun like an owl’s, in time with the sound of a bone snapping somewhere around my neck. I groaned in pain, running my hand to the back of my hairline as I locked eyes not with Ariadne, but with- 
 
    ‘Evelina?’ I said, looking her up and down as she rounded the bed to stand before me. She was wearing the same blue gown that she had adorned earlier before our departure from the citadel, her hair tied up behind her head, exposing her beautiful face. ‘What the fuck happened? Where am I?’ 
 
    ‘We’re back in the citadel,’ she replied, ‘which means it’s Princess Evelina now.’ She shot me a genuine smile, but I could tell that she meant it. The title was important in their world. Context was everything to the harpies, that I could already tell. 
 
    ‘Sorry, princess,’ I said, feeling a little better as I moved head from side to side, stretching out my neck. 
 
    ‘It’s quite all right. What do you remember?’ 
 
    ‘I remember…’ I started searching my memory desperately, ‘I remember the battle, getting overwhelmed and… It felt like my body exploded. Where’s Ariadne? Is she all right? And the other harpies?’ 
 
    ‘All alive. One was a little cut up after taking a swipe from a snatcher. If it hadn’t been for you, though, things would have probably been a lot worse.’ 
 
    ‘Me? All I did was take out a few of them with Ariadne’s help. If it hadn’t been for her and the rest of you…’ 
 
    ‘What happened out there was your doing.’ 
 
    I stared back at her, tilting my head to the side. 
 
    ‘My doing… Your highness?’ 
 
    She shifted atop the bed without another word, her movements unbelievably graceful. It was like watching someone move in slow motion. The princess crawled towards where I lay, looking me in the eye and biting her lip with a smile. 
 
    ‘We have a lot to talk about,’ she said, her face no more than a few inches from mine. 
 
    Holy shit… 
 
    I instantly thought back to what Ariadne had said. 
 
    We have sex with whoever we should so desire. Whoever we are attracted to. 
 
    Was Princess Evelina seriously hitting on me? 
 
    I had never been told that I had a big ego in my life, but I was at serious risk of such a thing becoming true if this carried on any longer. 
 
    Then, just like that, she withdrew from the bed and leaped back, her wings outstretching and halting her instantaneously at the foot of the bed, back where she had been standing mere seconds ago. 
 
    ‘Come,’ she commanded, turning to go, ‘we have somewhere we must be.’ 
 
    ‘For what, your highness?’ 
 
    ‘For a meeting. We have much to discuss.’ 
 
    ‘With who?’ 
 
    She slowed her pace, turning to look at me. 
 
    ‘Why, the old vulture, of course.’ 
 
    I felt my cheeks run red at the thought of having accidentally insulted Queen Athina – and I had been invited to meet her right now. 
 
    Okay, maybe I insulted her on purpose. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t I get dressed before meeting the queen?’ I said, scrambling to the end of the bed and stepping off it. 
 
    ‘Quickly,’ Princess Evelina said. 
 
    I did as I was told, but failed to find my clothes. The closest thing was a tunic lying at the edge of the bed, which I wrapped around myself messily. 
 
    I hurried after the princess, walking by the poolside and admiring the steaming water. I could feel the heat rising from it, beads of moisture settling on my skin as we crossed by. 
 
    ‘The citadel was built upon hot springs a thousand years ago, and we don’t take the opportunity that our ancestors provided us with for granted. Right now we are beneath the palace, but there are many bath houses throughout that take advantage of the warmth that the springs provide…’ 
 
    Bath houses, I thought, shaking my head in disbelief. Just like ancient Rome… And I can only imagine the debauchery that went on inside those places, even with it being just female harpies that occupied this place now. 
 
    I cast the thought aside, trying to focus on something else, anything else. Having an audience with the queen of the harpies wouldn’t be ideal if my dick was standing on end beneath my garments the moment I walked through the door. 
 
    But Princess Evelina hadn’t exactly done a lot to help me out on that front after crawling across the bed like some sex-crazed creature… But that was besides the evidence that had literally crawled right up to me: was she really like that, considering she had a royal reputation to uphold? Or was she just playing on my mind because, even after having been without a man for so many years, she knew how easy it was to entice a man. 
 
    Either way, she had me; I thanked my lucky freaking stars for the blessing that was the darkened hallway beyond the archway, leaving me unable to see the princess’s round behind shaking back and forth. 
 
    I shook my head of the thought and focused on my footsteps, my bare feet against the warm marble of the steps. 
 
    Get a hold of yourself, man. 
 
    Even if I had spent time among my captors and fought alongside them, I now had even more questions. What the hell had happened in the forest? How had we gotten out alive? 
 
    And how, after fighting off against a horde of evil humanoid creatures, did I not have a scratch on me? 
 
    The stairs levelled out, and I followed the princess out onto a brightly lit hallway. Closed wooden doorways were intermittently dotted to the right of us, while the left gave onto a series of squat marble columns, providing a waist-high guardrail against the stark, steep hundred foot drop that the view gave out onto. From here I could see more of the islands of the archipelago, scattered throughout the ocean as if whatever God was lurking above had cast them down like marbles. 
 
    We continued onwards, ascending a spiral staircase before finally arriving at a final door guarded by two armoured harpies standing perfectly still. They stepped aside as Princess Evelina approached, they nodding to her and she to them, before she opened the door and I followed sheepishly. 
 
    My muscular body had undoubtedly helped with the confidence that I felt – during our journey to this final room I couldn’t help looking down at my toned, bulging muscles – but as we entered the room and I came face to face with Queen Athina, who was seated at a table on the other side of the large room. Surveying its roughly circular shape, I realised that I was standing in the tower that had overlooked the grand hall that I had seen upon entering the plaza for the first time. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Evelina,’ she said from her seat at a small a table in the centre of the room. ‘You can leave us now.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure, your highness?’ 
 
    ‘Unquestionably.’ 
 
    ‘The guards will be outside the door.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well aware of that, my dear. You don’t need to keep such a watchful eye over me. Even if this young man decides to try anything I won’t have any inhibitions about throwing him from one of the windows.’ 
 
    I laughed from the open doorway, but a quick, sharp look from the queen told me that she was deathly serious about her comment. 
 
    That stopped my laughter in its tracks. 
 
    Evelina gave me a look before rounding me and heading out the door, closing it behind her. 
 
    ‘Take a seat.’ 
 
    Queen Athina indicated the chair across from her, and I headed slowly over to it. Looking around, I saw the room to be furnished with a large bed, a sitting area and a desk, all of which were shades of grey and white, and well-lit by the stained glass windows that were spaced out along the walls. 
 
    I sat across from the queen, watching as she poured herself a dark-coloured liquid from a pot into a cup on her side of the table, as well as taking a pastry from a selection stacked on a silver tray between us. 
 
    ‘Help yourself,’ she started. ‘Would you care for a drink?’ 
 
    ‘I guess so, your highness… What exactly is it?’ 
 
    ‘Tea and honey.’ 
 
    I couldn’t exactly go wrong with it, so I conceded. 
 
    ‘It’s delicious,’ I remarked honestly, taking down a few gulps from the cup she had offered me. 
 
    ‘Good. I have something of a sweet tooth myself, but I can’t really be blamed considering these isles are famous for such offerings.’ 
 
    ‘Can I ask…?’ I cut in. ‘Is there a reason why you brought me up here?’ 
 
    ‘Straight to the point,’ she remarked. ‘I like that. First of all, I must begin with an apology.’ 
 
    ‘… An apology?’ 
 
    ‘That’s right. I sent you out into the wilds of the island with no prior training to fight off against those godforsaken creatures that these lands have been blighted by for centuries. They are loyal only to violence… It was a brave thing you did, going out there like that. Most people would have taken their chances in making a run for it.’ 
 
    ‘I thought about it,’ I admitted, ‘but I’d already seen first-hand what you can do. I didn’t really feel like getting sliced in the back, so fighting alongside the harpies seemed like much less of a risk than most other options.’ 
 
    ‘A calculated risk,’ she smiled back at me. ‘Very wise. That said, I must confess to taking something of a calculated risk myself in sending you off with the scouting group in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Calculated? What about it was calculated? I thought you said you needed as many bodies as possible.’ 
 
    ‘I do. But you’re not just another wanderer washed up on our shores trying to keep himself alive, are you?’ 
 
    ‘… Aren’t I?’ 
 
    ‘Ever since Princess Evelina told me your story, I have been running the details over in my head. Like I said, we get stragglers out here every so often, ne’er do wells and crazies claiming all sorts of things, but you… Your story was different. And that’s because the object that you picked up, the one that you claim brought you here in the first place, was a Harpy Core.’ 
 
    ‘I’m gonna be real with you, your highness – I have no idea what that is.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t expect you to,’ she smirked, ‘this all must seem very strange to you, being plucked from one world and dropped into another. Harpy Cores are ancient, legendary artefacts. The legend goes that before the archipelago was created, before even a single blade of grass grew on the sloping fields or a single sprout stemmed from a strewn seed, there existed a group of beings whom we call the Ancients. 
 
    ‘They were winged beings capable of extraordinary things, and in their mighty ways they decided upon creating the land that you and I now stand upon, and all of the other beings that inhabit the islands in the ocean. They breathed life into them, and in the process they created the Harpy Cores, a series of legendary items that grant special abilities to the individual who comes across them. We possess scraps of knowledge regarding their nature, but to the peoples of these islands they are now considered all but lost… Until you picked one up in your world.’ 
 
    I digested everything that had been said to me, thinking back to that red, glowing orb. 
 
    ‘And which one did I pick up?’ I asked slowly. 
 
    ‘I am unsure, but judging by your description of it, I think that it may have been the Warrior’s Rage. It allows the user to channel supernatural energy through their body, pressed on by the heat of battle, until it is released in a brutal war cry.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds… Pretty much like what happened in the forest today.’ 
 
    ‘Yesterday, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Wait, yesterday? I was out overnight?’ 
 
    ‘You descended into a long slumber after the incident that my harpies described. It has taken a toll on your body. Your body has become infused with the blood of the harpies. You are not one of us, but your physical form is taking on the strength and agility that we possess.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus…’ I muttered to myself, running a hand through my hair. 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, nothing… I just don’t know how to feel about that. It’s like my DNA has been altered… Not that I’m complaining about looking like a Greek god…’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry but, Dee… En… And what is Greek?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter, your highness. But I still don’t understand how this Harpy Core that you speak of ended up in my world.’ 
 
    ‘That is the question of the hour, isn’t it? How does an item, any item, cross from one plane of existence into another? I have been running this problem over in my head since Princess Evelina first told me that tale, and I cannot come to a definite conclusion. I’m sure we shall find out eventually though. That said, two things are for certain; first, the Harpy Core in question brought you to our lands upon you touching it, and secondly, upon your contact with it, you have taken on its powers. Both are astounding facts, but it is the second that is most strange.’ 
 
    ‘Not the fact that I was teleported to another world?’ 
 
    ‘Oddly enough, no. You see, anyone can bring themselves into contact with a Harpy Core, but upon touching them, only those with the physical, mental and spiritual fortitude and worthiness to truly harness the powers contained within can take advantage of them. As a result, two things can happen; you absorb the powers, or… You explode.’ 
 
    ‘… I’m sorry, your highness, but did you just say explode?’ 
 
    ‘Those whose bodies and minds cannot comprehend the power of the Harpy Cores cannot bear the strength and power that they bestow. Their bodies become… Overburdened, shall we say? At least that’s what the old tales suggest…’ 
 
    Queen Athina fumbled through the stack of papers before her, eventually finding one, examining it briefly and handing it to me. 
 
    It was a crude, ancient illustration of a person holding a glowing object in their hands – or at least it looked like a person. More accurately it used to be a person. Now it was just a red mess of splitting skin and bone. 
 
    I gulped at the sight, my body shivering involuntarily. 
 
    ‘The sword I was holding did something similar,’ I remarked, handing the parchment back to her. ‘I don’t know if Princess Evelina or Ariadne told you but it practically exploded in my hand right after this Warrior’s Rage thing took hold of me.’ 
 
    ‘They found the shattered segments of sword on the ground near to where you were lying.’ She stood from her seat and crossed to a set of drawers nearby, returning with a bundle of cloth. Setting our food and drink down upon the floor, she set the cloth down on the table between us and unfolded it, revealing the split, shattered pieces of metal within. 
 
    ‘As you’ve likely already seen, we harpies prefer spears, and our swords have never been put to much use, although some do prefer it. This weapon has existed for centuries, and in an instant you destroyed it.’ 
 
    ‘… Sorry.’ 
 
    The queen let out a hearty laugh, shaking her head. 
 
    ‘That’s not an accusation of any sorts,’ she chuckled, ‘if anything it’s a compliment. Your harnessing of the Warrior’s Rage was of such an incredible magnitude that you quite literally split apart smelted metal.’ 
 
    ‘It’s pretty crazy,’ I said, trying to take it all in. ‘It does face me with one problem, though; how am I supposed to use this power if every weapon that I channel it through is destroyed when I use it? Do I need to have somebody following me around the whole time with a pile of swords every time I blow one up?’ 
 
    ‘This is indeed a problematic situation,’ the queen replied, drumming her fingers against her chin. ‘I have a feeling that the only reason that you survived today was because you were holding a weapon to channel your powers. If your hands had been empty at the time, well… That explosion situation may not have been far off reality.’ 
 
    I took a deep breath to calm myself, nodding. 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ 
 
    Queen Athina paused, looking over to the chest of drawers from where she had retrieved the sword. More scraps of parchment and more books were stacked atop it. 
 
    ‘I may have a solution,’ she replied. ‘We will discuss the matter tonight at dinner.’ 
 
    ‘Dinner?’ 
 
    ‘In these dark times we celebrate every victory that is bestowed upon us, and yesterday we achieved a most successful of victories. Tonight the harpies will dine in the grand hall, and you will be our guest of honor.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
    An Unwelcome Gift 
 
    After being escorted by one of the guards outside of the queen’s chambers back to the royal both bath chamber, I found myself alone with a moment to run over my journey so far. 
 
    While it had been a crazy couple of days on Aries Island, and while the harpies had evidently become a lot more comfortable with my presence, I still didn’t know whether I could trust them. I could already hear my grandpa’s voice ringing in my hand as if he was stood right next to me. 
 
    Don’t trust a single motherfucking soul out there, Kit. Everybody will tell you exactly what you wanna hear, believe me, but when it comes down to it everybody except your family is looking out for their own interests – and then even your family have their own priorities over you. Take me, for example. I may be family, but it’s in my interest to make sure that you’re safe and independent. If I don’t, what kind of grandfather would I be? 
 
    I always remembered his voice as a growl, like how the bulldog from Tom and Jerry would sound if he could speak. 
 
    I didn’t have any family who cared about me any longer because I had no family remaining at all – but even so I had a memory of some parts of one, and it was my duty not to betray that memory. 
 
    Shaking my head back into the moment, I headed down the steps and into the bath chamber. 
 
    The flames had dimmed a little, and in the constant steam that poured into the air from the water held in by the soaked, perfectly chiselled rocks, the light danced around me, reflecting in globules across every available surface. 
 
    But none of that was my point of focus – that title went to none other than Princess Evelina, who was gliding through the water gracefully with a slow, smooth breaststroke in my direction. 
 
    The moment that I arrived her eyes flitted up to meet mine. 
 
    ‘Back so soon?’ She asked casually. 
 
    ‘I like to get straight to the point,’ I replied. ‘Taking your time with things can be a bit of a drag sometimes… Your highness.’ 
 
    I was still getting used to the ways of the harpies, even if there were parts of their lifestyle that I really, really liked the sound of – not least of all my experience with Ariadne the night before last. It had been the greatest, most frenzied sex of my entire life. 
 
    But now, looking down upon the princess as she moved swam steadily to the end of the pool that I stood before, I didn’t know whether to be turned on or intimidated… Or both. 
 
    Evelina was the literal heir to a kingdom. One wrong move and she could probably have me beheaded, if she didn’t end up doing it herself, that was, but the little act that she had pulled earlier in crawling across the bed like a minx had left my head spinning. 
 
    You can own this, I thought. Don’t let her get to you. Just be cool. 
 
    That plan worked right up to the point where she swam to the point of the pool right in front of me, moving to stand upright and sauntering out of the water wearing nothing but her lacy, silk underwear. Her entire body was soaking wet; while seeing her incredible figure, her busty chest, her toned stomach and her round ass swaying back and forth was complete pleasure, it didn’t exactly do wonders for the idea of holding it together. 
 
    I almost had to tip the back of my hand up beneath my chin to close my mouth like some kind of malfunctioning mechanical doll. 
 
    The princess made towards me, unashamed in her nakedness, moving to within only a few feet of where I stood, before darting sharply to her right and snatching up a towel set down on a nearby rock… But she didn’t go anywhere. 
 
    Slowly, gracefully, she leaned over the rock before her and rested atop it, arching her back, pushing her shoulders back and jutting her round ass out in the air. 
 
    My jaw fell straight back open, but I couldn’t really be blamed for that, could I? 
 
    ‘That how you always stare at girls in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Only when they look like you… Your highness.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a compliment.’ 
 
    ‘You definitely should.’ 
 
    The princess turned slowly, sliding up the rock effortlessly as water dripped from her wings. Then, like it was nothing at all, she slid from her fingers into the waistband of her underwear and pulled them down her legs. 
 
    I watched them to the ground beneath her feet, just as she moved her legs apart in the slightest, sexiest of ways. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to come and join me?’ 
 
    ‘That an order or a request?’ 
 
    ‘A royal order.’ 
 
    Even if we had come to heads on more than one thing since my arrival on Aries Island, this was one thing we could agree on. 
 
    I crossed to her, the princess gazing at me intensely as I approached, moving between her legs. She pouted her lips delicately and I moved to kiss her, closing my eyes, but was instead met with a soft finger pressed against my own lips. 
 
    I opened my eyes to see her smiling slyly at me. 
 
    ‘Kneel before your princess,’ she commanded, pushing me back lightly with a single finger. 
 
    Who was I to ignore the heir to the throne? 
 
    I lowered myself, suddenly becoming conscious of how hard I was getting inside of my shorts, and watched as Princess Evelina leaned back carefully against the rock, exposing herself proudly before me. I ran my hands up her legs, sliding my nails lightly across her skin before teasing her lightly with my tongue, guiding it around her. 
 
    Despite the definition of wetness, actual water doesn’t exactly do wonders for sex, but the princess was the exception; she was already dripping with desire from between her legs, and I couldn’t keep it from her or myself any longer. I lowered my tongue to the bottom of her quivering sensitivity and ran it up her slowly, her body shivering with pleasure as I did so. 
 
    She had earned the title, not just in power but in the perfection of her body. I licked at her more and more intensely, unable to get enough of the sweet taste that she gave off. I couldn’t stop myself from burying my tongue between her legs, indulging in her perfect taste with relentless passion. All the while, the princess moaned out intensely, eventually bringing her hips to move rhythmically up and down, riding my face and drenching my mouth in the process, neither of which I minded at all. 
 
    The princess definitely knew what she wanted – she finally placed a slender foot onto my shoulder and pushed back, giggling as I almost stumbled back onto my ass. 
 
    She undid her bra hurriedly, biting her lip as she gazed down at me before casting it aside to reveal her round, perfect breasts. 
 
    They only remained before me for an instant, though, as she turned around and bent back over the rock that she had originally leant across. 
 
    With her round behind stuck into the air, Princess Evelina turned and looked me in the eyes. 
 
    ‘Take me, Kit,’ she moaned, running a hand up between her legs and rubbing her legs and rubbing herself in my brief absence. ‘Take your princess…’ 
 
    I pulled my throbbing length from my shorts, managing to drag my gaze away from her round ass for just a second to look over my shoulder. 
 
    The steps out of the bath chamber were right behind me. Anybody could come walking down there at any moment and see me about to take the princess of the freaking kingdom from behind, but I didn’t care. I was too lost in the moment, too enthralled in her body, too- 
 
    ‘I think that’s enough for now.’ 
 
    My head whipped around, back to where the princess was bent over – but she wasn’t. She was stood a few yards away, wrapping her towel around her body. 
 
    ‘Wait… What?’ 
 
    ‘Dinner begins in a few hours,’ she said casually, heading for the stairs. ‘Don’t be late.’ 
 
    With that she departed into the darkness, and I was once again left alone. 
 
    Except this time I had literally been left standing there with my dick in my hand. 
 
    ‘What the fuck was that?’ I said to myself, half-hoping she would actually hear me as she made her way out of the bath chamber. 
 
    I could hardly comprehend what had just happened – she had teased me to the point that I was as rock hard as I had been with Ariadne before literally begging for it and taking off. 
 
    I shook my head and scoffed nervously, pulling my shorts back up as I looked down at the shimmering water of the pool. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    Spent the next hour relaxing and regaining my bearings, indulging in the heat of the royal bath chamber and wondering where the hell things would lead to with Princess Evelina. She may have been the heir to the throne, and maybe seemed to be prim and proper in the eyes of her harpies, but behind the scenes she had literally bent over and begged me to take her. 
 
    I don’t really need to tell you what else I spent doing in the bath chamber in an effort to rid myself of the sexual frustration that I had had burdened on me like a tonne of cement. 
 
    Just know that it worked. 
 
    There was no other explanation for it, but then again was it that big of a deal? She was the same as the others; starved for a man in a land which I, who just so happened to be a man, had landed. 
 
    Did I really care if I was being looked at like a piece of meat? Honestly?... Probably not. 
 
    But that still didn’t explain why she was so keen to tease me like this. Was it a power play? She didn’t seem like the type to abuse it like that… But then what the hell did I know? 
 
    Returning to the bed on which I had awoken after the battle, I found another tunic laid out before me. After making myself look presentable and getting my act together, I got dressed into the outfit – or rather I attempted to. 
 
    In every movie I had seen where people had worn these things they always made it look so easy and natural to wear, but I had no clue where to start. It was a huge piece of cloth, almost twice my height, and for almost an hour I folded, refolded and re-re-folded the thing around me, trying a hundred different way to make the outfit work but failing to do so in a more and more spectacular fashion every time I tried. 
 
    The sounds of the harpies eating, laughing and talking in the grand hall not too far away had started up half an hour prior, and I was no closer to figuring my outfit out. 
 
    I heard the clapping of footsteps coming down the steps at the other end of the pool and turned to deal with the princess once again – but it wasn’t her. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Ariadne asked with a smirk, looking my naked form up and down as she rounded the pool. ‘The party’s in full swing and there’s an empty seat at the table.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t get this damned thing to work,’ I said in frustration. ‘You can do it and you’ve got freaking wings. How am I supposed to…?’ 
 
    ‘Raise your arms,’ Ariadne commanded, a hint of her warrior’s voice rising up in her tone. I did as I was told, standing as if I was having a suit tailored, and in no more than a minute Ariadne had fitted it to my form perfectly, darting around me and under my raised arms. She threw sections of the sheet around until it was no longer a sheet, but a well-fitting robe. ‘You can put your arms down now.’ 
 
    I lowered them slowly, eliciting a laugh from Ariadne, and found that the entire thing fitted tightly to my figure. 
 
    ‘Thanks.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mention it. We’ve got a party to get to. Shall we?’ 
 
    ‘Wait… Are we going to talk about what happened earlier in the forest?’ 
 
    ‘About what, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Me almost exploding. I thought half the citadel would be on my back about it.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not the only one who knows about the Harpy Cores, Kit,’ Ariadne said casually. ‘Every being in the archipelago is told the stories of the Cores by the time they can understand words. We know what we saw, I and the princess and the other girls too. But don’t worry about it; we’ve been ordered not to speak a word of it to anyone by Queen Athina herself.’ 
 
    She raised her arm and I folded it into mine, and together we headed to the grand hall. Before reaching the archway I went to remove her arm from mine. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘Well… I didn’t want you to be the most hated harpy on Aries Island. Won’t there be some girls out there who are jealous of you?’ 
 
    ‘… Jealous?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, jealous.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what that word means.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? You’ve never heard of jealousy before? It’s like… Wanting something that somebody else has.’ 
 
    ‘Oh… I suppose you could say that we feel this jealousy that you speak of in terms of warfare. It’s the reason that the wars raged across the archipelago in the first place. But over you? Not at all.’ 
 
    ‘Wow,’ I laughed, ‘way to make a guy feel like garbage.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, it wasn’t intended as an insult. I have told you this already. We do not commit ourselves to one person. We have no inhibitions or weariness over sex.’ 
 
    I wasn’t going to question it again. It was just something I was going to need to wrap my head around. 
 
    We emerged into the grand hall, and almost all of the heads turned in my direction. Faces were much more pleasant versions of the ones I had seen when leaving for battle, giggling, smiling and pointing in my direction. 
 
    Having gotten a little used to the attention, I surveyed the room. The throne and the steps leading to it remained, but a large, raised table was now stretched before it, looking out on dozens of circular tables that had been scattered about the main section of the hall, at which sat the harpies of the citadel. The entire population of around 200 was here, all of them under the watchful eyes of the statues of ancient marble heroes that looked down upon the hall from both sides. 
 
    In the centre of the long table before the throne sat Queen Athina, and to her right was Princess Evelina. On either side of them were the three harpies that had joined us in battle that day. 
 
    I took a seat next to Ariadne and got comfortable as most of the harpies returned to their meals. Admiring the spread before me, I took slices of gammon, adorned with eggs and pineapple, and topped off with a glass of wine. I realised that I felt hungrier than I ever had in my life, likely a product of the changes that my body had undergone ever since picking up the Harpy Core. 
 
    ‘So does this happen every time the harpies win a battle?’ I whispered to Ariadne, tucking into my food. 
 
    ‘Indeed it does. We don’t often have much cause for celebration in these dark times, so we have to take what we can get.’ 
 
    I felt closer to Ariadne than I did to anybody else in this strange world; her advice, her training and her affection since my arrival had literally saved my life, and were I back on Earth I would be falling for her like a real dumbass. She was the cool, hot girl, the one who could kick ass just as well as she could blow my mind in the bedroom. 
 
    But I remembered to keep my mind in check. That wasn’t how the harpies thought. I couldn’t get attached, 
 
    Still, though, there was a pressing question that I had to ask. 
 
    ‘Say, I need to ask you something. Quietly.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘Princess Evelina… What’s she like?’ 
 
    ‘Like?’ 
 
    ‘I mean as a person. Is she well-liked by the other harpies? Do they have faith in her?’ 
 
    ‘As much faith as our people could have in any prospective leader. After the death of the original heir, she was chosen from all of us, not just because of her bravery but because of her fair treatment of the people.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Wait, when she was chosen? What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, when the original heir was killed in battle with some of the other men, a new one had to be picked. And Queen Athina chose her.’ 
 
    ‘So they really aren’t related?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. If there are no remaining heirs, one must be chosen based on merit, and she was picked from all of us. She is tough.’ 
 
    I paused, thinking it over. 
 
    ‘So Queen Athina’s son was killed in battle?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. It was a sad day, but one that we had to face. All harpies have a duty to fight, regardless of their place, and Prince Aurelius was no exception. He was a formidable foe in battle to say the least, and in the wake of his death our citadel truly began its descent into mourning. The queen was distraught. All they could recover in the wake of the battle was an arm and part of a wing. Both had been cleaved off completely…’ 
 
    I gulped hard, setting my knife and fork down for a moment. I had carried out the same acts, sure, but they were against murderous monsters. To have one of the harpies die in such a way… 
 
    ‘Now I see why Queen Athina is so protective over these lands.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Anyway, let’s eat. I’m still feeling the effects of yesterday, and every warrior deserves a good meal in the wake of a glorious victory such as the one you achieved for us.’ 
 
    I nodded and smiled wordlessly, returning to my food. The evening stretched on, the sun having set hours ago as we dined together. I took as much as I could, and I was about to return to Ariadne when several of the harpies stood from their seats in the grand hall and began making their way towards us. 
 
    ‘This is the procession,’ Ariadne spoke into my ear, as I watched the seven harpies move in a steady line to the table, before the spot where Queen Athina sat in the centre of the table. ‘At the end of each battle, some harpies wish to give kind words to the queen or provide offerings. It’s entirely voluntary, but common in our culture to do. Many consider it an honor to speak with Queen Athina.’ 
 
    I surveyed the seven harpies, all queuing up and waiting to see the queen. They were each as beautiful as the last, some bearing gifts, others simply wishing to speak to the queen with kind words. 
 
    Still, the party continued. 
 
    I looked to the open doors on the other side of the hall, where three armed guards stood facing out onto the darkness of the plaza. At times of celebration almost all people let their guard down. It would have been the perfect time to attack. 
 
    But there was no rest when you were clinging on to a crumbling empire. 
 
    The procession moved forward. Another girl stepped up, offering one of the most beautiful bouqets of displayed flowers I had ever seen, fading from red to purple in a perfect spectrum from one side to the other. The queen gladly took them, inhaling their scents with fervour. I had to give it to her – she loved her land and she loved her people. 
 
    How did a woman recover from not only having her son die in battle, but having nothing to mourn over but pieces of his corpse? All of the women would have likely had sons who had been killed in battles long past, but most would have at least been laid to rest… And after all that she had the strength to persist on, knowing that she was alone in this world beyond the love of her people. 
 
    I still had a lot to learn about this place, but one thing that I was sure of was that Queen Athina was tougher than anybody I had met in my entire life, and the rest of the harpies weren’t far behind. Even if they didn’t form relationships like humans back on Earth, they had been without the presence of the other half of their kind for decades. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine the feeling of emptiness. 
 
    ‘Your highness…’ 
 
    The title had been spoken louder than the others that Queen Athina had been met with. 
 
    My head spun to look over at the latest harpy in the procession to address the queen. She was wearing an unassuming grey gown and carrying a small box before her, which she opened slowly and reached inside of. 
 
    And then all fucking hell broke loose. 
 
    The harpy’s hand produced two gleaming pieces of sharpened metal. She moved so quickly in drawing them back and launching them in the queen’s direction that I only briefly noticed the razored edges of them, realising that they were blades. 
 
    She hurled them, and both went flying towards the queen – and Princess Evelina. 
 
    A guttural groan of pain escaped the queen’s lungs mere yards from me. The princess shrieked out, and in an instant I assumed the worst. 
 
    They had been hit. 
 
    To the harpies at the table, including Ariadne, the queen and the princess became the only point of focus. They descended onto the pair of them, their wings unfolding as they wrapped themselves around the pair in a protective barrier of thousands of thick white feathers. 
 
    To every other harpy in the room, though, the queen’s attacker become the only thing that mattered. 
 
    Up until now I had seen the harpies as the most graceful, elegant beings that I had ever laid eyes upon. They had leaped from rooftops, some of the most beautiful women I had ever seen crowding around me in the streets of their citadel, making me feel like I was the centre of attention and the focus of all their desires. Even fighting alongside them in battle they had carried themselves with a sense of ferocious grace. 
 
    But seeing their queen injured, that image flipped in an instant. 
 
    A flurry of screeches so deafening that I had to clasp my hands over my ears echoed through the hall, and in seconds half of the harpies upon the tables had thrown themselves across the room with the pure power of their wings, taking down the attacker and hurling her to the floor. 
 
    Their eyes rushed red, every one of them, and from the unseen space where the attacker had fallen to the ground there exploded a wave of screams and agonising shrieks. A spray of blood spattered into the air as if it was being shot from a garden hose, the white, flawless wings suddenly becoming bathed in the life source of the one who had attempted to take the queen’s life. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
    A Perilous Quest 
 
    The aftermath was a complete frenzy. 
 
    Ariadne, Princess Evelina and the other harpies carried Queen Athina to her chambers, their eyes scanning the space around them as they disappeared from the grand hall amongst shouts of ‘Get the cleric!’ 
 
    When the other harpies of the kingdom had finally drawn themselves away from the body of the attacker, she was nothing but a pile of torn flesh and broken bones, a smear upon the ground that was left abandoned as the harpies yelled orders to one another and quickly hurried from the grand hall to take up arms. 
 
    The echoing silence that remained in that hall was surreal. Moments ago it had been a hive of activity, but madness had descended in an instant. 
 
    An attempt had been made on the queen’s life – why the hell had one of her own harpies tried to do such a thing? 
 
    And Princess Evelina… Had she been hit to? 
 
    I crossed the hall, arcing around the stain that the attacker had become and rushing to the doors. 
 
    A moon occupied this world, too, and in its light I saw the winged women of the citadel take flight. Scores occupied the rooftops and the skies, all of them wielding spears or bows and arrows as they called to each other in the night, shouting orders of where to check and what to look out for. 
 
    I looked around at the scene of devastation in the grand hall, realising that I was still a pilgrim in these lands. 
 
    I couldn’t go to the queen’s chambers – even if I was the royal guest, the guards would likely spear me in the face the moment I approached. Here I was a stranger, and my arrival had coincided with an attempt on the queen’s life. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Again, I couldn’t run. The harpies would take me down from the skies, assuming they didn’t rip me to shreds like they had done to one of their own just minutes prior. 
 
    There was only one place that I could go. 
 
    The bath chamber was empty when I arrived, and after pulling off my robe which had been splashed with dots of blood, I collapsed onto the edge of the bed that I had awoken on earlier that day. 
 
    I had felt beyond useless at a lot of points in my life, but this occasion took first prize. There was nothing I could do; the only option at my disposal was to wait. 
 
    In the meantime I explored the bath chamber, unable to stay sat down even if it meant just walking in circles around the pool. Eventually I wandered to the back of the bed, noticing a drawer hidden beneath the sheets, and pulled it open. 
 
    It was that stiff, even with my new strength, that I could tell it hadn’t been opened in years. After finally wrenching the cabinet open, I found several stoppered bottles, one of which I took up. I held the glass to the light and saw the red liquid within. 
 
    The royal wine-stash. 
 
    If there had ever been a better time to have a stiff drink, it was now. 
 
    I pulled the top free with a pop, checked that I wasn’t going to inhale poison, and took a sip of the sweet liquid. The sourness that came along with it burned my throat a little, but the consequence of its consumption was good enough for me. 
 
    After a few minutes of sipping and gathering my thoughts, footsteps once again sounded from the steps and Ariadne appeared. Her face was frantic and exhausted, her wings spattered with red splotches of blood. 
 
    ‘There you are!’ She exclaimed, hurrying over to me. 
 
    ‘What’s happened? Is the queen all right? What about Princess Evelina?’ 
 
    ‘The princess is fine, thanks to Queen Athina. When the blades were thrown by their attacker one hit the queen in the shoulder. The other was intended for the princess, but the queen threw her wing out just in time to catch the hit.’ 
 
    ‘She was hit by both? Is she all right?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly…’ Ariadne sighed, running a hand through her hair before noticing my wine bottle. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    I handed it to her and she took a gulp, swirling the wine in her mouth before shrugging and taking three more long protracted gulps and handing the bottle back to me. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ she panted. ‘The queen’s been asking for you.’ 
 
    ‘For me?’ 
 
    ‘For you, new guy.’ 
 
    I had time for one more drink before Ariadne took my hand and led me from the chamber and up to the tower. The guard presence outside was beyond intimidating – four harpies hovered in the air over the hundred-foot drop that the open passage gave onto beyond the marble guardrail, while four more were waiting outside the door. 
 
    The door itself stood open, and in the frame awaited Princess Evelina, who looked at me with a mix of sorrow and thankfulness. Ariadne nodded to her and entered the room, while Evelina wrapped her arms around me and nuzzled her face into my chest. It was the first time I had seen even a semblance of weakness from her, and it was a big one. 
 
    ‘Thank you for coming up,’ she whispered. ‘She says that she needs to speak with us.’ 
 
    ‘Us? What about?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    I went inside with the princess, joining Ariadne a short distance from her bedside. Another harpy, the cleric that had been shouted for after the fight, knelt by the bed tending to the queen’s wounds. She looked a shade of her previous self, her grey wings spread out and unmoving upon the bed, her head matted with a light layer of moisture, although she seemed relatively lucid. 
 
    The cut on her wing had been tended to while the cleric was finishing up with the wound on her shoulder. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Christina,’ she said, ‘please leave us for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, your highness.’ 
 
    The cleric nodded to us and withdrew from the room, closing the door behind her. In the flickering torchlight of the chamber, I, Ariadne and Princess Evelina were left in the presence of the queen. 
 
    ‘How are you feeling?’ The princess asked, moving closer and giving an indication for me to do the same. 
 
    ‘Better than I should be.’ 
 
    I looked between her and the queen in confusion, but the bed-ridden matriarch of the harpies enlightened me. 
 
    ‘The blades thrown by our attacker may have hit places that wouldn’t usually be fatal, but that was no matter; the cleric has already confirmed my suspicions. They were tainted with Snake’s Breath.’ 
 
    The harpies to my side lowered their heads, while I remained in the dark. 
 
    ‘It’s a poison,’ Ariadne followed on. ‘Slow-acting, but that’s no matter. It takes all life that it touches.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, God…’ I muttered quietly. ‘I’m sorry…’ 
 
    ‘It’s quite all right,’ Queen Athina said, sitting up. ‘It is a fate that I reconciled with the moment those blades struck my skin. I am expendable, as long as there is somebody to carry on the line of leaders upon this island.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t speak like that, my queen,’ Princess Evelina said, kneeling by the bed. ‘There must be something that we can do.’ 
 
    ‘You’re too intelligent to believe such things,’ the queen smiled. 
 
    ‘Who did this to you?’ I asked, shaking my head in confusion. ‘Why would one of your own harpies try to kill both you and the princess?’ 
 
    ‘Your highness,’ Ariadne said quietly, nudging me as a reminder yet again. 
 
    ‘Please, Ariadne,’ the queen cut in, ‘I think we can dispense with the royal titles for a few minutes considering the situation, can’t we?’ 
 
    ‘Of course, your highness... I mean, just of course.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ she continued, ‘she was torn apart by our own before we had even a brief chance to question her, but that is of little consequence; I doubt such an assassin would have made an attempt to escape anyway. She would know that she was coming here to die, whether she succeeded in her mission or not.’ 
 
    ‘So a suicide mission?’ I exclaimed. ‘Your enemies are that desperate to get to you that they’ll give up their own lives?’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking the wrong question, Kit,’ she replied. ‘But the correct question was hidden somewhere in what you just said.’ 
 
    She could have made it easy, but that would defeat the point of a leader pushing her own people in their performance. I thought back to what I had said, running the words over in my mind – until I landed right on it. 
 
    ‘They,’ I repeated, ‘We shouldn’t be looking at why they would risk their lives. We should be looking at who it was in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. He’s an intelligent young man, this visitor of ours.’ The queen turned to Princess Evelina. ‘A lucky thing, too. We could have had an imp stumble onto the Harpy Core instead.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still right here,’ I said, waving a hand lightly. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ she continued, ‘I have been wary of the possibility of an intruder for some time, but I expected a blunt force attack that would occur in the dead of night… Not a harpy from one of the neighbouring islands.’ 
 
    ‘You mean to say there are others out there?’ 
 
    ‘They are not of our kind,’ the princess said, turning to look at me. ‘They can disguise themselves easily enough, but their taloned feet are unmistakable. I’ve little doubt who she was loyal to.’ 
 
    ‘The drakes…’ The queen said. ‘This is unquestionably their doing. They may have been pushed back during the war years ago, but one hears rumours on the wind of their forces gathering. They have been patient in waiting for an opportunity to strike, and that time has come…’ 
 
    The queen coughed violently, and Ariadne and I shared a look. 
 
    ‘Who are these drakes?’ I asked, as the queen regained herself. 
 
    ‘Hundreds of species and peoples occupy these lands,’ she continued, ‘but they were the first to attack. They rallied forces together from different lands and began slaughtering undefended communities. They are much like us in appearance, but largely male in populous – they are a vicious kind, with an animosity matched by their intelligence. I theorise that they are the ones commanding the snatchers in their attacks.’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ I started, ‘I know I’ve only been here for a few days, but whatever you need… Isn’t there anything that we can do to save you?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t fight the rest of this war without your guidance,’ Ariadne said. ‘There must be something we can do.’ 
 
    The queen looked between the three of us. For several moments she didn’t say anything, before her eyes finally rested on me. 
 
    ‘Mr Kit, ensure that the door is locked.’ 
 
    I wanted to question her, but instead I did as she said, turning the key in the lock and bolting the latch. 
 
    ‘Upon that chest of drawers… Bring me my papers.’ 
 
    I fetched those too, setting them down in the queen’s lap before returning to my place by Ariadne. They were the same pieces of parchment that I had noticed earlier. 
 
    The three of us watched her as she rifled through the papers, finally settling upon one in particular. 
 
    ‘Yes… Yes, this is it.’ She pulled out a tattered piece of yellowed pair that looked as if it had been dipped in coffee a thousand times. ‘It was not my desire for you to find out this way, Evelina… But our people know more about the Harpy Cores than we have previously revealed.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I mean…’ She continued, ‘that with the passing of each king or queen of the harpies, not only the crown and the kingdom are passed down. Over the years our people have gathered information on the Cores, and this information is handed from king to queen and vice versa, to do with it whatever that leader should so desire. Upon my death you would have received such a gift, but as I have already said, with the current situation… Well, desperate times and all that.’ 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you share this with me before? Why haven’t you sent harpies out in the past to find them?!’ 
 
    ‘We did,’ she coughed, ‘we sent scores of men out in search of them over the decades, secret missions organised in an attempt to recover them… But no matter how many of our best and brightest went hunting for the Cores, none ever returned. We lost some good men in the pursuit of them and all it ended in was disappearance and disappointment.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think happened to them?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Who knows… Death traps, wild predators, poisonous plants… There are more than enough things out in the wilds beyond this island that are capable of killing any of us without a second thought. We could control it before the war, back when we ruled over these lands and kept some sort of order, but those days are gone, and murder and villainy has taken over once again. 
 
    ‘My only hope, our only hope, is this…’ She held the paper out with a shaking hand to Evelina, who took it from her carefully. ‘It was found centuries ago upon the raiding of an old encampment, then tucked away in the library for some time until one of our scholars found it during the war.’ 
 
    The three of us crowded around the paper and examined it. It was so old that it had the texture of tissue paper – one slight accidental movement would rip it in half. The deep, black ink that had graced the pages by an unknown hand hundreds of years ago showed a detailed outline of an island with no indicating features within to suggest what was located upon it – apart from one single splotch of ink, and a crude scrawl in a language that I didn’t recognise. 
 
    ‘What does it say?’ 
 
    ‘Savour’s Blessing,’ both Ariadne and Evelina said together, slowly. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing that’s one of the Cores,’ I said, looking up at the queen. 
 
    ‘Indeed it is. Finding it and bringing it back is the only way to ensure any hope of survival. You three must be the ones to return it to the citadel.’ 
 
    We all looked between each other, before Evelina and I locked eyes. 
 
    ‘No, no, no,’ we both said, waving our hands before us. 
 
    ‘I really don’t think I’m the right person for this,’ I said, ‘I know a minute ago I said I would help with anything, but I can hardly control this Warrior’s Rage Core-thing that I have.’ 
 
    ‘And I really think it should be myself, Ariadne and a small team,’ Evelina said. ‘I could take a group of eight or nine out and find it.’ 
 
    ‘Silence, both of you,’ Queen Athina said, raising a hand. ‘Guard Ariadne, what is your opinion on this?’ 
 
    We both looked over at Ariadne, who looked like a deer in headlights. 
 
    ‘Uhh… I really don’t think I should be the one to make this decision.’ 
 
    ‘And you’d be right in saying that,’ the queen continued, ‘it was just a courtesy. There is no decision to be made. Mr Kit here must go with you. He is the only one whom we know for definite can command a Harpy Core. You may be strong of mind and body, my dear, but there is no way that I can guarantee your safety upon taking up this legendary artefact. Besides, Mr Kit has proved a successful guinea pig, and I’m sure will continue to do so.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, what?’ I said, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘It is paramount that only three of you go, and that you leave on your quest tonight. Small numbers will travel faster, and it cannot be known that the heir to the throne has departed on such a dangerous quest in the wake of an attempt on my life. Do you understand?’ 
 
    The three of us shared another look. This wasn’t a request, it was a flat-out order, and if it was an order that meant titles were back on the menu. 
 
    ‘Yes, your highness,’ we said together. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ the queen replied. ‘One last thing; be quick. I fear I have but days left, and without the Core there is no hope of survival from this blight.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
    Into the Dark 
 
    We had to travel light and fast, that was a given; instead of the heavy metal armour that I had gotten used to, we traded it in for a more lightweight version. It was a combination of both steel and leather, and while my strength could manage the heaviness of my original set, the long distances we would be covering would have made it too much of a burden. 
 
    It was nothing in comparison to this new set; my body could move easily within it, and it would allow me to wield a sword and carry a shield much more easily than before. 
 
    If I could even use a sword, that was – but Ariadne had an answer to that. 
 
    Several hours had passed since the assassination attempt. The harpy presence in the skies had quietened somewhat, though there were still plenty surveying the surrounding lands from the rooftops of the buildings across the citadel. 
 
    Ariadne and I headed to the armoury, completely inconspicuous against the alarmed backdrop that had reigned over the streets since this attack. It was only a short walk from the passage to the cell where I had been kept. 
 
    The large storage room looked as if it had been ransacked in the wake of the citadel’s harpies taking up arms, but a few items remained – especially beyond a further locked door that Ariadne just so happened to have the keys to. 
 
    ‘This your own secret stash?’ 
 
    ‘You could say that. I’ve been a guard for a long time, and it comes with certain privileges.’ 
 
    We went inside, the light from a flaming torch that Ariadne carried guiding our way within this small room beyond. A small but valuable array of weapons ranging from spears to swords to daggers and even an absurdly oversized claymore was lined up in a single rack. 
 
    ‘We have had little use for these weapons for a long time. Those we use in battle are durable and composed of tough steel, but the ones you see before you are of a different nature. They can withstand more than the others, can take more hits and endure more. Oh, they bear the same sharpness and the same propensity for delivering death, but they also last longer – which is exactly what you need. 
 
    ‘If you can learn to control the Warrior’s Rage in steady pushes then you may be able to avoid destroying your weapon… But just in case, take two of those swords.’ 
 
    ‘And a shield?’ 
 
    ‘And a shield.’ 
 
    I took up the items in question, securing them to my back, and one sword in a leather-bound scabbard on my belt. 
 
    ‘What you said before,’ I started, looking over at Ariadne, ‘about having been a guard for a long time…’ 
 
    ‘Yes?’ 
 
    ‘Have you seen a lot of action?’ 
 
    ‘I have fought in many battles… More than I can even count, actually. Even saved Evelina’s life on more than a few occasions, and she mine.’ 
 
    ‘You saved the princess’s life?’ 
 
    ‘You can just call her Evelina down here.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by how you dived on the two of them during the attack I’d put you down for a real royalist. Didn’t think you’d shirk the titles.’ 
 
    ‘I am a royalist, but… When they’re not around you don’t have to say those things. Queen Athina, maybe, but…’ 
 
    ‘But not Princess Evelina?’ 
 
    ‘She’s not the princess once we leave the citadel. She’s just another fighter, like back in the day. We used to be friends, you know? Really good friends, but… After she became the heir, things weren’t the same. She’s still a fine harpy, but sometimes I get the impression that the power has gone to her head a little.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t think it’s just the pressure of having to be queen? What we’re about to do is literally an effort to prevent that. She’s not just saving Queen Athina, she’s saving herself from the duty that’s eventually gonna be on her head.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe… Anyway, let’s get moving. The moment we’re in the wilds we can be normal harpies again.’ 
 
    ‘Except for me,’ I said, following her out, ‘you two can fly. What the hell am I gonna do?’ 
 
      
 
    Meeting with Princess Evelina, we followed her through an unassuming passage in the depths of the castle while checking our packs. A few days supplies of water and food, the latter composed of breads I was familiar with and strange fruits that I was completely unfamiliar with, but was assured by both of the harpies I followed were delicious and filling. Princess Evelina led us, lighting the way with the torch handed to her by Ariadne, until we reached a final, worn doorway and made our way through, giving onto the wilderness, and onto the loss of Princess Evelina’s title. 
 
    Out here we were equals. 
 
    Out here we all had to look out for each other. 
 
    She stamped the torch out before we left the passage, and by the light of the moon we journeyed out across the steep wilds of the island, down to the shoreline. 
 
    While the previous journey I had made with the group of harpies to meet the snatchers had been a slow crawl into a deep forest, our descent now was sharp and steep; we moved carefully from ledge to ledge, Ariadne and Evelina taking a lot more liberties than myself in the process. While I had to watch my footing in the near-darkness, they leaped deftly from perch to steeper perch, making it to the bottom before I was halfway down. 
 
    I wanted to shout down how much of an ass I felt, but I knew better to resist. Being too loud meant alerting the harpies within the citadel, and that would cause an outright panic. 
 
    We were unofficial outlaws to our own people. 
 
    Our people? Did I really consider myself to be a part of this society already? 
 
    If anything I didn’t, even if the girls had made me feel more than welcome over the past few days. But now here I was, heading out on what would likely be a suicide mission in an attempt to bring back an ancient artefact that could save the queen’s life, and which only I could apparently wield. 
 
    Talk about being boxed in. 
 
    While I completed the drop to the shoreline, being more confident with my drops from ledge to ledge the further down I got, Ariadne and Evelina fumbled and splashed in the darkness of the shallows below. A few yards from the bottom I was about to ask what the hell they were playing at, but my eyes eventually adjusted, and I saw that they were handling what appeared to be a long, wide canoe. 
 
    ‘That for me?’ I asked, ‘Because if that climb took long enough I can tell you, manoeuvring a freaking canoe to a whole other island is gonna take hours.’ 
 
    ‘We’re not flying across,’ Ariadne said assuredly. ‘That used to be our mode of transport from island to island. Took a matter of minutes. But there are too many enemy forces lurking out there and keeping watch. Far too many of our kind have been shot out of the sky from watchtowers, and we can’t risk the same, even if it would mean a much faster trip. This way may take longer, but at least we won’t die… Probably.’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to go ahead and guess that I should get used to this idea of probably dying from here on out, right?’ 
 
    ‘Kit,’ Evelina said, as they pushed the small boat into the water. ‘If you haven’t gotten used to that idea already then you’re in serious trouble. Get used to a lot of things almost happening.’ 
 
    I was about to ask what she meant when I caught the glint of a smile on her face before she turned back to the boat. 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said, ‘Hilarious.’ 
 
    Ariadne frowned. ‘What’s hilarious?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I said, shaking my head and brushing it off as we boarded the canoe. I felt like a real idiot for putting up with Evelina’s deliberate teasing, but even if the harpies were open about their partners I still felt weird bringing it up. Ariadne and I weren’t bound together after our night in my cell by any means, but even so… 
 
    Ariadne took up a seat at the front of the canoe, while Evelina took the middle and I sat at the back. I followed suit in taking up an oar, watching their movements and imitating as best as I could as we departed the shores of Aries Island and move out into the darkness of the open waters of the archipelago. 
 
    ‘That’s Caros Island,’ Evelina said back to me as we glided through the water, nodding to the next land mass ahead of us. It was less than half the size of Aries, but its looming shape in the moonlight ahead still filled me with a sense of dread. ‘It used to be one of our primary defence points during the war, but like half of the archipelago it was lost. A surprise attack wiped out all the forces upon the island. Now, as far as we’re aware, it’s occupied by a unit of drakes. They realised long ago that any attempts to attack from there would be futile.’ 
 
    ‘Fortunately we’re not headed there,’ Ariadne said from the front. ‘Zakthos is a mile beyond it. That’s where we are bound.’ 
 
    Our course took a sharp turn to the right as we arced around the island, keeping a distance of at least a quarter of a mile from the shores of Caros. Twenty minutes into our voyage across the water a screech called out from that very island, and I turned frantically in its direction to see a flock of silhouetted birds soaring through the sky. The harpies carried on rowing, not even giving the sound a second thought, and it was only then as I looked up that I saw the beauty of the towering, majestic galaxy that looked down on us from above. 
 
    The night sky was littered astonishingly with thousands of stars – my mouth had fallen open on more than one occasion at the sight of a naked harpy over the past few days, but this time it was the expanse of the universe that took my undivided attention. I had to remind myself to carry on rowing as I drank in the view greedily. 
 
    We rowed in silence as we rounded Caros’s waters, and in the distance beyond it, Zakthos came into view. Aries was a wilderness with dangerous creatures and the occasional group of attacking forces that I had come face to face with more than once, but Zakthos, just as big as the home of the harpies, was a completely different force altogether. 
 
    Looking back over my shoulder I could just about make out Aries in our stead; the citadel was lit brightly with hundreds torches. Zakthos, on the other hand, wasn’t. It was a massive, featureless dark mass that awaited us. 
 
    I asked the girls whether it was occupied. 
 
    ‘Not to our knowledge,’ Evelina said. ‘Even at the empire’s height Zakthos was largely unused. It was deemed too wild and too difficult to tame, so we abandoned the prospect. Thick jungle, vicious creatures – essentially everything that Queen Athina spoke about.’ 
 
    ‘I’m starting to get an idea of why so many of your kind went missing when searching for this Harpy Core. Most of the things in the archipelago seem to really enjoying kill things.’ 
 
    ‘Get down!’ 
 
    Ariadne released a loud whisper from the front of the boat, and the next thing I knew we had ceased the paddling. The girls huddled down into the depths of the canoe and I did the same. 
 
    The shimmering water splashing against the sides of the boat and our bated breath was the only sound that existed in the darkness, until I heard the unmistakable sound of the air tearing and looked back to the sky. 
 
    A pair of wings beat against the backdrop of the universe, blocking out some of the stars above. 
 
    ‘What the hell is that?’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘One of the snatchers playing scout. It’s carrying out surveillance.’ 
 
    ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘We can’t leave it up there,’ Evelina said. ‘It looks to be staying in the area, and the moment we move it’ll be on us… We’ve gotta take it down. Who’s the better shot with a bow?’ 
 
    ‘Don’t look at me,’ I whispered back. 
 
    ‘You’re gonna need to get its attention, Ariadne. It’ll dive-bomb us, but that’s going to act in our favour.’ 
 
    Evelina retrieved her bow and arrow while Ariadne retrieved her spear. They both stood, at the ready, then- 
 
    Ariadne struck her spear against the side of the boat with a single knock, and the snatcher overhead let out an almighty scream, descending upon the boat. 
 
    Evelina calmly raised her bow, aiming a single arrow at the descending monster. 
 
    Thirty yards. 
 
    Twenty. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    I heard the arrow leave the string, failing to see its path, but the effect was pretty obvious; the snatcher let out a brief yelp, its wings folding in, and it smashed into the water right next to the boat, missing us by inches. 
 
    The small waves that it sent out rocked the boat, and I realised that I had been holding my breath the entire time. Finally releasing it, we looked between each other. 
 
    ‘I didn’t actually expect that to work,’ Evelina laughed lightly. 
 
    A raucous screech was suddenly unleashed from the water, and the snatcher’s hand came erupting through the surface like a zombie crawling from its grave. The arrow that should have ended it was still protruding from the centre of its head, and it was letting us know; it released another screech, clutching at the side of the boat with its talons, its maw gaping open in a furious rage. 
 
    But that was met with a rage of my own. 
 
    I yanked my sword from its sheath, swinging it back mightily over my shoulder before swiping it back against the side of the snatcher’s head. Its skull fractured, the blade becoming embedded in the centre of its head, before I wrenched it back with a spray of blood – and a light shockwave that burst from the sword, knocking the girls back and onto the surface of the boat. The water rippled sharply with the force of the outburst, just as the snatcher descended back into the water for food. 
 
    We had defeated one enemy, but there was no cause for celebration; a mass of screeching from somewhere in the distance roared across the islands and the waters.  
 
    We grabbed our oars and began rowing faster towards Zakthos. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
    Golems and Puzzles 
 
    Night still loomed and the screeching had quietened as we approached the island, but that didn’t stop us from keeping up our frantic pace, our oars cutting through the water relentlessly until our boat landed on the sandy shores of Zakthos. We leaped out, staying low as we dragged the canoe up the sand, hitting the treeline almost immediately. 
 
    I was glad to feel the land once again beneath my boots and to see that there was some semblance of shelter before us, but leaving behind one threat meant confronting another more dangerous one. Zakthos would be my greatest challenge yet. 
 
    There was hardly any beach to speak of – only a few yards of sand met us before giving onto thick shrubbery and overgrown wilds. It would be hours until the sun rose, and I had little doubt that visibility in the forest would be terrible. 
 
    We dragged the boat into the cover of the forest, covering it thoroughly with large fallen leaves from the undergrowth, before crowding around the map and deciding on our next move in what little moonlight was available. 
 
    ‘I can lead us easily enough,’ Ariadne said. ‘The journey should only take twenty minutes, presuming the undergrowth doesn’t give us too much difficulty and nothing else impedes our progress.’ 
 
    ‘I can take point,’ I said. ‘You two have done enough already. Let me take some of the risk.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely not,’ Evelina said, not looking up from the map, ‘You’re the only one who can command the Harpy Core. If you die then this whole mission will have been for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘True, but if either of you die then our chances of getting through any of this in the first place will be slim to none.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got a compromise in mind,’ Ariadne, always the voice of reason, cut in. ‘I’ll take front and Evelina can take the back – Kit, you can carry the torch. You’ll be protected by us but any attacks during our journey will come to you first, seeing as you’ll be the source of light. Happy?’ 
 
    Evelina and I shared a look, before we conceded and nodded. 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ Ariadne said casually, ‘there’s a fire-striker in my pack. Give me a few minutes.’ 
 
    The torch was lit within the first few yards of the forest, and from there we set off in the direction of that tiny ink stain. 
 
    The forest swarmed up around us almost immediately. The tree trunks so thick that it was if gigantic creatures were dwelling beneath the earth, reaching out to grab at us with their branched fingers. Barbed plants seemed to reach out for us as we passed, intent on dragging wrapping us up and suffocating us. 
 
    And then there were the sounds – the snapping of twigs and the cracking dry leaves in the darkness, the whisperings and the life and death of this dark, dense maze. 
 
    ‘Do we actually know what we’re looking for?’ I asked, keeping my voice just as low as the girls. 
 
    ‘It could be anything,’ Evelina said from behind me, ‘A temple, a clue… Or some way to access the Core itself.’ 
 
    She had taken on a more serious approach to things since casting off from Aries – now that our lives were on the line, there was no foreplay to speak of. 
 
    Not that I was complaining at not being teased and taunted any longer. 
 
    Ahead of us, Ariadne swept through the undergrowth with one of my swords which I had gladly leant her. 
 
    ‘Keep the torch high,’ she said ‘I need a reasonable idea of what I’m looking at before I accidentally swipe at the tail of some gigantic beast.’ 
 
    ‘That’s funny…’ I smiled, doing as she asked. ‘… You are joking, aren’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Within reason,’ she remarked, ‘but there is some truth to it.’ 
 
    ‘Truth?’ 
 
    ‘There are plenty of stories that have occupied the archipelago for centuries. The creatures you have laid witness to so far may frighten you, but they are nothing compared to the darker tales that are told of our lands.’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve already told you about the mysteries surrounding Zakthos,’ Evelina continued. ‘Legend has it that a great, terrible monster lurks beneath Zakthos, and awaits it’s time to return to the surface and destroy the beings it deems unworthy.’ 
 
    I gulped deeply. Suddenly the whole metaphor about the tree trunks being the arms of creatures didn’t seem so stupid. 
 
    ‘Still doesn’t explain the disappearances,’ Ariadne said from the front, chopping through further leaves and plants. ‘Such a being wouldn’t just reach up on occasion and drag weary travellers down.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope they all lost their way,’ I intervened. ‘How much further?’ 
 
    ‘We’re almost there.’ 
 
    We proceeded on in our trek, slowing as Ariadne held up her hand and turned back to us. 
 
    ‘We’re just a little way off,’ she whispered back. ‘Be on your guard.’ 
 
    I drew my sword, holding it in one hand and the flaming torch in the other. I had been in the midst of several vicious fights already, but dressed in my lighter armour and holding my weapon and my torch at the ready, I felt like a warrior for the first time. 
 
    My heart pounded faster, but not only at the thought of something infernal attacking us from the darkness up ahead and all around; an anxious excitement filled me at the prospect of what we were about to uncover. 
 
    Back on Earth, everything had been uncovered, the unknown made known and the mystery sucked from the surroundings without mercy by the insatiable desire of the human condition. 
 
    Out here, though, there was so much that was still left to the imagination. 
 
    The trees thinned out a little, making way for my growing anticipation. An ancient temple? An elaborate stone statue? Both? Anything could be awaiting us in the approaching clearing. 
 
    But as Ariadne drew us to a stop, checking the map in the torchlight, we found… 
 
    Nothing. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand,’ she said with disappointment. ‘Whatever it is, it should be right here.’ 
 
    ‘Let me check it,’ Evelina said irately as I held the torch over the map. She examined it carefully, looking back the way we had come. ‘No… Where is it? This is definitely the spot.’ 
 
    We were standing in a small clearing amongst the towering trees. Somewhere in the night a flock of birds cawed lightly, flurrying overhead. Ariadne and Evelina continued to survey the map while I looked about, resigning myself to the role of torch-bearer. 
 
    But then that was why I had been brought along in the first place – it was my job to carry things, be it the light or the Harpy Core that we would hopefully find, even if the odds of the latter happening were looking pretty bleak. 
 
    Then, another sound came to my ears. It was ridiculously out of place, the lightest of creakings followed by a slow ticking sound. It was the stereotypical sound of a bomb on a movie set, and it put my nerves on edge like you wouldn’t believe. 
 
    The girls paid no attention, continuing to survey the map. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    I realised too late how tough the ground felt where we were stood. At first I put it down to how cleared this section was compared to what we had pushed through so far, but that wasn’t it; because I wasn’t standing on dirt. I was standing on concrete. 
 
    Not for long, though; the ground beneath gave away and collapsed into the earth like it had never been there at all, and it took me straight along with it. 
 
    I crashed through the ground, falling several yards into a hidden pit that had been waiting beneath us the entire time. 
 
    Smashing into the ground alongside the rocks, I stumbled to the side and landed on my back. The hit completely knocked the wind out of me, and as I opened my eyes amidst the broken blocks and clouding dust, the only thing I saw was the window of dim, white light of the moon overhead. 
 
    ‘Kit!’ 
 
    The silhouettes of Ariadne and Evelina’s heads came into view, blocking out what little light was available to me. 
 
    ‘I’m here!’ I shouted up, wheezing for breath. ‘I’m okay… I think…’ 
 
    ‘We’re coming down.’ 
 
    They dropped down, spreading their wings and floating to the ground lightly in a much more graceful fashion than the ass-whooping that I had taken from a hidden room. 
 
    Dick move, hidden room. Dick move. 
 
    I had dropped the torch on the way down, and after I had stood and brushed myself off Evelina handed it back to me. 
 
    ‘Good job, Kit,’ Ariadne said, nodding at me. ‘You found the place by literally just standing there.’ 
 
    ‘I aim to please,’ I groaned, running my hand over my back. I may have had the strength of a harpy and some of the durability that came along with it, but that still hurt like a bitch. ‘What is this place?’ 
 
    Evelina looked about in the darkness. ‘You’re the one with the torch.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ 
 
    I held it high, surveying the quiet, dank surroundings. A musty stench of moss and dust, laced with the vague scent of rot from somewhere nearby, had sent us all covering our mouths. Only in the torchlight did I finally lay eyes upon the source of that terrible smell. 
 
    Bones littered the ground that we stood upon, culminating in several messy heaps of broken pelvises and shattered vertebrae. A high-pitched squealing emitted nearby from one of the piles, and we all turned sharply in the direction of it with our weapons raised. 
 
    The pile shuddered, bones rattling against each other and tumbling down their small hills, until a small rat-like creature emerged from the top of the pile, staring back at us with large, black eyes surrounded by matted green and brown fur. It screeched at us once again before running off into the darkness. 
 
    I followed its trail with my torch, knowing that there had to be more to the place than this; the creature, though, would likely scurry through a crack in the wall and into the unseen, claustrophobic workings of the walls. 
 
    But it didn’t – following the creature’s path, we looked to one end of the small chamber that we stood in to see it dash down a flight of steps, the doorway surrounding them standing just large enough to let us through. 
 
    We all shared a look. 
 
    ‘I accepted the dangers of this mission the moment we set off,’ I said quietly, my voice still echoing lightly against the walls, ‘Hell, I accepted how many things in these lands of yours wanted to kill me the moment I arrived. I’ve made my peace with that, because what else can I do? But this time, I think I’m gonna play my I’m-the-asset card and say that somebody else can go into the unknown-tomb-of-death first.’ 
 
    ‘This is it,’ Evelina said, staring into the shadowy abyss ahead. ‘This has to be it.’ 
 
    ‘This just seems a little easy,’ Ariadne replied. ‘I’m not sure…’ 
 
    ‘It’s easy until arrows come flying out of hidden holes in the walls and puncture our throats, leaving us to bleed out,’ I said dryly. The girls didn’t respond; looking over at them, they were both staring back at me with raised eyebrows. ‘Oh come on,’ I continued, ‘You can’t tell me that you’ve never seen Indiana Jones.’ 
 
    They shared another look and returned to me with the same confused expressions. 
 
    ‘Right, of course you’ve never seen Indiana Jones,’ I muttered to myself. 
 
    ‘I’ll take point this time,’ Evelina said, ‘But I’m taking the torch.’ 
 
    She yanked it from my hand, spilling hot embers onto the sleeve of my armour, which I promptly patted out. 
 
    We headed to the start of the passage, all three of us peering down into the darkness, which fought angrily against being exposed to the light. It continued down at a steady, consistent drop for maybe forty yards. More bones littered the steps, the stone walls chipped and covered with steadily climbing vines that had likely spent years pushing their way through to allow nature to reclaim the land. Cobwebs were in abundance, and a thick layer of dust floated in the air. 
 
    But further down where the passage levelled out, another open doorway led into another darkened room. 
 
    ‘Are we ready?’ Evelina asked, quelling her breathing. 
 
    ‘I don’t like this,’ I said, scanning the floor and the walls. 
 
    ‘Well, nobody likes it,’ Ariadne said. ‘Would really want to live down here?’ 
 
    ‘I mean the situation. Why build something like this if you’re gonna make it easy to get through? We’re hunting a legendary artefact.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t easy,’ Evelina said. ‘We only found it by accident.’ 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I said, returning to the chamber I had fallen into and heading to a pile of bones. ‘I’m so going to hell for this…’ 
 
    I found the most substantial remnant in size, half of a skull with the teeth chipped away. I should have shuddered at the thought, but desperate times and all. 
 
    ‘What does your culture say about desecrating corpses?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘We treat our own with respect,’ Ariadne said. ‘All else can rot.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s hope this didn’t belong to a harpy, then.’ 
 
    I threw the skull down the steps, watching it bounce off walls and roll carelessly. 
 
    Clickclickclick. 
 
    It was unmistakable. All three of us had seen it; thin, razor sharp arrows flew from the walls, slamming into the stone opposite. 
 
    ‘Oo-o-oh…’ I said sarcastically, trying not to sound cocky but being unable to resist. ‘Who’s the weirdo now?’ 
 
    ‘Traps,’ Ariadne said obviously. ‘You were right.’ 
 
    ‘So how do we get down there?’ Evelina asked openly, still staring ahead. 
 
    I don’t believe in the collective unconscious or anything like that, but in the same instant we all shared another blank look, turning back into the chamber behind us. 
 
    A minute later we had gathered up almost every pile of bones in the room and threw them down the passage. Just as with the skull, they struck the stone walls and pinged off each other madly before drifting further to the bottom. In their wake arrows flew from the walls madly, snapping and striking upon the passageway until all went quiet. 
 
    ‘So…’ I said. ‘Are we saying that’s all of them?’ 
 
    ‘Only one way to find out,’ Ariadne admitted. 
 
    ‘I mean… We could have missed one. Considering how many came out, odds are that there are plenty more.’ 
 
    ‘Then we take a warrior’s approach,’ Evelina said, clamping her lips shut, taking a breath, and- 
 
    She started forward, planting the bottom of her foot against the top step like a sprinter ready to begin a hundred yard dash in the Olympics, and threw herself forwards. 
 
    Suddenly she was sprinting down the steps, literally running for her life. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?!’ I exclaimed, my mouth falling agape, before Ariadne’s face came into the frame. 
 
    ‘You really want to be the last to get down there?’ 
 
    She grabbed my hand, and suddenly we were running too. 
 
    Pure adrenaline had hit me during the prior fights, but this was like nothing I had ever felt. At any point an arrow could strike; it could either be in my body and cause me an injury or a slow death, or it could go straight into the side of my head and take me out instantly. 
 
    Evelina was ten yards ahead of us, her torchlight the only thing that we could rely on for any semblance of direction or awareness. 
 
    Flitting sounds moved all around us, but I couldn’t pin them down to the hundreds of bone fragments that Ariadne and I were kicking aside or the invisible arrows hurtling through the darkness. 
 
    Up ahead, the torch turned horizontal, along with Evelina – she leaped forwards, threw her wings out sharply before almost immediately tucking them back in, and divebombed to the end of the passage. 
 
    We reached the final ten yards – the most likely place that we could be hit with the bones having not moved as far as they should have. 
 
    ‘Hold on!’ Ariadne yelled, wrapping her arms around me and jumping into the air. 
 
    She carried my weight effortlessly, putting her harpy strength to good use – at least that’s what I thought at first. She executed the same move as Evelina, throwing her wings out before tucking them back and sending us both hurtling towards the torch. 
 
    Clickclickclick. 
 
    Those were definitely arrows, but we were moving too fast to be hit – I hoped. 
 
    ‘WATCH OUT!’ 
 
    We crashed to the bottom of the passage, slamming straight into Evelina, the three of us landing in a heap on the hard floor. 
 
    We were bruised and battered – but alive. 
 
    It was only after a few seconds that I realised I was still lying atop Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Hi…’ She laughed. 
 
    I wanted to be mad, but all I could do was laugh as I pushed off from the ground, releasing Evelina’s legs in the process who had become intertwined with us in the crash landing. I pushed up against the nearby wall, collapsing against it and collecting myself. 
 
    ‘If we’re gonna do something like that next time,’ I started. ‘I’d appreciate a little forewarning. Just a little hint, you know? Kit, we’re gonna dive into the tunnel of death now, are you ready? See, it’s not that difficult.’ 
 
    ‘We’re here,’ Evelina said. ‘That’s what matters.’ 
 
    ‘Where exactly is here?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Good question.’ I took the role of torch-bearer again, picking it up from the ground and looking about the sub-chamber. 
 
    It was much bigger than the one that we had entered previously; shaped in a square, it was perhaps twenty yards on each side. The interior was even more dank and untouched than the last one. 
 
    ‘Good lord…’ Evelina said, staring into the centre of the room. ‘It’s here…’ 
 
    I turned, looking in the direction that she was staring, and saw it. 
 
    While the first Harpy Core that I had touched back on Earth had been deep red, this was a swirling, aquamarine blue. It stood on a stone column a few feet high, totally exposed. It’s light stopped just before the doorway – there was no way we could have known it was down here from the top of the passage. 
 
    ‘So…’ I started. ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Get over there and grab it,’ Ariadne said resolutely. ‘Then we can get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ I said, scoffing at them both. ‘I’m not rubbing it in your faces or anything, but that hallway just tried to murder all three of us, and now you’re expecting me to just wander over there and take a legendary, super-rare item from a podium and walk out of here like its nothing? Look at this place. Any one of these panels in the floor could fall through. Spikes could come flying out of the ground, and God knows what else…’ 
 
    ‘There are bodies,’ Ariadne broke in, pointing to the floor nearby. I held the light up, and sure enough, there they were. There were several scattered about in the room, but something was off about them. 
 
    I turned to the closest, pulling it over by its armour, the leather material of which had held together reasonably well. The body itself felt beyond flimsy. 
 
    Examining the remains, I realised that there weren’t any. 
 
    ‘Where… Where the hell did he go?’ I asked openly, searching the clothes. Reaching into one of the sleeves, I fished out a few grey and white stones, some as small as pebbles, some of it even having been ground into dust. ‘What is this stuff?’ 
 
    ‘Chippings from the walls, maybe?’ Evelina suggested. ‘But I don’t understand… If the floor fell apart like a trapdoor then the clothes wouldn’t be here… And if anything came out of the floor to slaughter them, there would at least be some bones left behind…’ 
 
    I raised the torch again and looked about the room. 
 
    ‘Let’s take a closer look.’ 
 
    A little improvisation later and we had created two further torches by wrapping longer pieces of bone that we had thrown within the leather from our bodiless friend upon the floor… If he or she could even be called a person. 
 
    I couldn’t figure it out, and it was starting to bug me. How had the rocks ended up in there? And where was the body? 
 
    We skirted the edges of the chamber, examining the walls. While the sections either side of the chamber entrance were bare, the walls to the left and right contained slotted indentations. Inside were stone coffins, there exteriors bearing a myriad cracks and chips in their exteriors. 
 
    Evelina kept watch at the passage in the doorway while Ariadne and I examined the stone coffins on either side of the room. 
 
    ‘Who do you think’s inside these things?’ I asked, running a hand over the rough, dusty surface. 
 
    ‘Could be anybody…’ Evelina said from the doorway. ‘It could be… Wait, wait, what’s happening?!’ 
 
    A rumbling suddenly coursed through the walls, shaking the room and sending dust falling from the ceiling like rain. 
 
    I spun fast, looking over at the girls – Ariadne was safe, staying backed against the wall on the other side of the room, but torrents of dust were coming down over Evelina. 
 
    She moved back from the archway, being careful not to step on the panels that led to the Harpy Core in the centre of the room. 
 
    Then, with a rumbling louder than any that had struck so far, a gigantic stone slab came slamming down from the ceiling. 
 
    Our only exit out of the chamber was blocked. 
 
    Silence returned to the chamber as we looked about frantically at each other. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Evelina muttered. 
 
    ‘Well, now we’re fucked,’ Ariadne said. ‘Why didn’t you make a run for it?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving you in here,’ she replied resolutely. ‘Splitting up is the last thing we should do.’ 
 
    ‘There’s gotta be a way out of here,’ I said. ‘There has to be…’ 
 
    ‘If not, at least we all get to die together,’ Ariadne said casually. 
 
    Evelina and I shot her a look. 
 
    ‘What? I’m just looking on the bright side.’ 
 
    ‘Because that’s the bright side.’ 
 
    ‘It might be.’ 
 
    Evelina knelt by the closest pile of dusty clothing once again and examined it. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I called over. 
 
    ‘There’s something off about this…’ She said. 
 
    ‘Apart from the fact that we’re sealed in a chamber fifty yards beneath the surface of the earth?’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘No, the remains… These rocks… Wait…’ 
 
    Crack. 
 
    This time it had come from the wall right in front of me. 
 
    ‘What the hell was that?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    CRACK. 
 
    This one was much louder, coming from Ariadne’s side. 
 
    ‘These aren’t rocks…’ Evelina called over to us, standing with a handful of the white and grey objects and tipping them out of her hand to the floor. ‘These are bones…’ 
 
    ‘What the hell are you talking about?’ I said, backing across the room to Evelina while Ariadne did the same. The cracking became more prominent, a series of the sounds coursing through the walls on either side of the room. 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, these are bones. Something crushed them into smaller pieces.’ 
 
    ‘What can crush bone?’ Ariadne asked slowly, looking about the room. 
 
    The answer was right in front of us. The coffins continued to crack, their stone surfaces splitting open suddenly. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…’ 
 
    I said it, but we were all thinking it. 
 
    The coffins began to shift and twist in their openings, spilling out onto the ground in pieces before reuniting and sliding together. They paired up, the twelve husks of heavy rock becoming five shapes that formed into figures, seven feet tall. 
 
    ‘Golems…’ Evelina said quietly as they continued to form. ‘We need a plan, now.’ 
 
    ‘Golems?’ I exclaimed. ‘The ones made of clay.’ 
 
    ‘Yep,’ Ariadne corrected. ‘They’re supposed to be extinct.’ 
 
    ‘Evidently not,’ Evelina said. 
 
    ‘We haven’t got time to talk,’ I cut in as we backed against the stone slab that blocked our only way out. ‘Wait… Why don’t I just…?’ 
 
    I hurried forwards as the golems finished their formation, staring into the blue, swirling light of the Harpy Core that we had been sent to retrieve. I mentally and physical prepared myself as quickly as I could for the inevitable surge of energy that would run through me, and picked it up with both hands. 
 
    But nothing happened. 
 
    What the fuck…? 
 
    I turned back to the girls, frowning, forgetting for the briefest of moments about the golems. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t it-?’ 
 
    ‘Kit, look out!’ 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The podium behind me where the Harpy Core had been standing smashed into a hundred pieces as one of the golems made a jump for me. 
 
    I turned and hurried back to the girls, torch in one hand and Core in the other. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t it work?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ Evelina said frantically, ‘but we don’t have time to talk.’ 
 
    ‘Aim for the gaps in the clay,’ Ariadne replied. ‘Our best bet is to cut them apart at the seams… Or hope that you can control the Warrior’s Rage. We need light.’ 
 
    We placed the torches down and drew our weapons. 
 
    The golems bore the shape of humans, but their hulking bodies lumbered around slowly, grey and unstable, dragging themselves towards us with their huge stone arms. They were faceless, featureless, slow to move but brutal in the strength of their attacks. 
 
    And they were about to start closing in on us. 
 
    Suddenly I realised how the bones of the bodies had been crushed. Trapped in the doorway and overwhelmed before being stomped into nothing. 
 
    But we were three. 
 
    ‘Plan?’ Ariadne asked quickly, holding her spear at the ready alongside Evelina as I tightened my grasp on my sword and shield. 
 
    ‘Split up and don’t get killed,’ I said. 
 
    I set the Core down in one of our packs, ensuring it was safe. Before either of them had a chance to make a sarcastic response I dashed into the room, staying as far away from the golems as possible. The first that I passed on the right made a crunching jab in my direction which I barely missed before sliding past another and reaching the other side of the room. 
 
    Hitting the back wall and looking into the chamber, I saw all five of the golems facing me. It was beyond terrifying, but the girls quickly alleviated that. 
 
    Both let out incredible war cries that echoed through the chamber. Their wings propelled them forward as they both attacked a golem each, Ariadne on the left and Evelina on the right. 
 
    The attack sent the two golems flailing back, but they quickly returned with grasping hands of their own that the girls rapidly batted away. The two other golems began staggering towards them, but the one at my end of the chamber still had its full attention on me. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Shit…’ I said, readying my weapon. ‘Any advice on dealing with these guys?’ 
 
    ‘They look tough,’ Ariadne grunted, pulling her spear free from one of the golems and kicking it back, ‘but they’re just clay. Aim for the weak points and slice them up!’ 
 
    ‘Are you fucking kidding me?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I be joking right now?’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to answer I backed up against the wall, unable to go anywhere else. The golems had initially been slow-moving, but in their desire to kill us they had taken on a greater speed; my attacker closed in, closing one of its huge hands into a fist and drawing it back. 
 
    I dodged sharply to the left a fraction of a second before the fist slammed into the wall. A dusty thud resonated – that could have been my own skull and my brain leaking out onto the ground if I had moved any slower. 
 
    Its clay hand was still embedded into the wall – now was my chance. 
 
    I swung my sword hard against the golem’s arm. The blade slice through the clay and took it off completely from its body. 
 
    I laughed nervously with the success of my attack, expecting the golem to start screaming like the snatcher by the boat. 
 
    Instead it just paused and looked at its severed arm in a confused fashion. Then its head turned back to me, and my smile quickly vanished. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    It made for me again, this time bending its gigantic clay legs and leaping at me. 
 
    In a panicked move I dropped down, diving forwards and landing roughly on my front as the golem flew over my head. One of its huge feet was inches away from taking my face off in the process. 
 
    My sword flew from my hand, but I quickly pushed up and grabbed hold of it again. 
 
    Turning to face the golem for another round, I found it lurched forward on the ground. It was trying to push itself back up. 
 
    It had put all of its energy into the jump, thinking it would take me down. 
 
    Instead of questioning my luck, I held my sword tightly and ran forward with it readied over my shoulder. There was a weak point at the waist where I could cleave it in half – if I had enough power. 
 
    I saw red clouding my vision again. The adrenaline pumped through me as I felt the power of the Warrior’s Rage take hold. 
 
    I let out another vicious cry and swung my sword hard. It swept through the golem’s body completely – but the creature didn’t move. 
 
    It pushed itself up, turning to face me with a look of angry confusion. Then, like a toppling tower, it’s upper body fell from its legs, and it crumpled into a heap. 
 
    ‘They’re not so tough,’ I laughed breathlessly, returning my attention to the girls, who were still in the throes of their fight. They had both taken down the first of their golems, and were now dealing with the final two. 
 
    ‘They are…’ Evelina grunted, ‘If you’re fighting all five on your own.’ 
 
    That explained why every lone adventurer who had come down here had been smashed to pieces – they had become surrounded, overwhelmed and eventually smashed to pieces by the mob of tough, clay fists. 
 
    What a horrible way to die. 
 
    Shaking my head of the thought, I rushed over to the girls to help them finish off the final golems. Now it was us who outnumbered them. 
 
    Ariadne speared the first through its clay stomach, leaving me with enough time to swipe one of its legs off and send it thudding to the ground while flailing madly. They were a terrifying and deadly force when fully composed, but once dismantled even slightly, they suddenly became a little pathetic. 
 
    I cleaved the golem’s head from its body with another swipe, leaving the final assailant that Evelina was dealing with. We made short work of it in no time, slicing and dicing together until it was nothing but a heap on the ground. 
 
    With the final golem dead, the stone slab that blocked our way rose up into the wall above from where it had come, clearing our path. 
 
    We dashed for the exit and sprinted back up the steps. After reaching the original chamber we all scrambled out into the forest. 
 
    ‘Is the Core safe?’ Evelina asked. 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I confirmed, checking its condition in my pack. ‘I just don’t understand why it didn’t work the same way as last time.’ 
 
    ‘I know somewhere that we can check it out before heading back,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    A high war cry suddenly sounded all around us, and from the shrubbery appeared six figures. They were clad in dark, battered armour, with dark wings to match, and all clutched either spears or bows and arrows. 
 
    The three of us backed up into a small group in the centre, facing towards our ambushers. One stepped forward, a large spear clutched in his hand. 
 
    ‘Drop your weapons,’ he growled, ‘By order of the drakes.’ 
 
    So these were the ones who had brought the harpy empire to an end. In their armour they looked similar to the harpies, although the darkened colours they sported gave off a much more oppressive tone. 
 
    ‘Not exactly the threat I was expecting,’ Ariadne whispered to us. ‘What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘Slight change of plans,’ Evelina said in a hushed whisper. ‘Raktun?’ 
 
    ‘Raktun,’ Ariadne repeated. 
 
    ‘What the hell does Raktun mean?’ I asked out of the corner of my mouth, looking rapidly between the drakes. 
 
    Evelina suddenly grabbed me and spun me around, pressing her lips to mine in a hard, passionate kiss. Our arms were wrapped around each other, hers a little more tightly than my own. 
 
    ‘What was that for?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘In case we die.’ 
 
    Evelina kicked hard against the ground, and suddenly all three of us were flying upwards through the trees. 
 
    Not five yards from the ground Evelina released a sharp screech of pain in my ear, but I could do nothing to help her. Her arms were wrapped around me too tightly for me to do anything. All I could do was feel the snapping of jutting twigs against my face and the smack of leaves as all three of us emerged just above the upper treeline. 
 
    Evelina and Ariadne blasted themselves forward with several hard swipes of their wings, hurtling through the air over the trees and towards the coastline. 
 
    The rush was unbelievable; it wasn’t even me doing the flying, but as I looked overhead at the night sky scattered with stars and felt the wings carrying me through space, I suddenly realised what it meant to have the gift of flight. 
 
    My moment of joy was cut apart when Evelina jolted her wings hard and tucked them in, sending us roaring ahead in a streamline and spattering something warm against the side of my face. 
 
    The screech… 
 
    It was blood. 
 
    Looking past Evelina’s shoulder from where we had emerged a hundred yards back, I saw the drakes burst above the trees and come flying towards us. 
 
    War cries bellowed from their lungs as they pursued us. I leaned my head back, looking into Evelina’s face. Maybe everything she had done up until this point had been a mix of teasing, sarcasm and loyal bravery; now a terrified determination had swept across her face as we spiralled through the air, just a few yards behind Ariadne. 
 
    She turned to look back at us, shouting an order back- 
 
    ‘UP AHEAD!’ 
 
    We soared past the shoreline and out above open waters, the winds of the land kicking up and whipping past my ears in an instant. Sharper gusts swished past every so often, but they didn’t belong to the wind; they were courtesy of the arrows firing in our direction from the drakes, who were pursuing us madly across the ocean. 
 
    The next island was at least half a mile away. There was no way that we were going to make it. 
 
    I looked back towards it, still unable to do a thing. 
 
    A huge, looming shape suddenly seemed to rise up before us, blocking out the flickering light reflecting from the water. 
 
    Raktun. It was an island, but not the one far off. This was much closer. It was miniscule for an island, and its rocky, sharp formations and exterior had almost stopped me from seeing it, but now here it was. It was only perhaps a hundred yards in diameter, innumerable black sharpened spikes jutting from it into the air. 
 
    I wondered what the better way to die would be, hit by one of the drake’s arrows and sent plummeting into the sea to drown or bleed to death, or slipping from my harpy’s grip only to be impaled on one of the black spears like a piece of meat at a buffet. 
 
    Another flurry of arrows hurtled past us. Evelina descended sharply towards the spears, diving hard in pursuit of Ariadne. 
 
    Behind, shouts of terror exploded from the lungs of the drakes. They became quieter the lower we dropped, down into the sharp, infernal darkness and into the abyss of the island’s centre. 
 
    Darkness enshrouded us as we lost our pursuers. The sound of the waves against the shores of Raktun quickly quietened, and in the almost pitch-blackness of the cave we had landed in Evelina and I ground to a sharp halt. We touched down hard, she crying out again in pain as she released me. We both fell hard to the rough ground. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ I muttered through the darkness… ‘Guys… Where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Hang on,’ Ariadne responded quickly, fumbling about in the darkness before pulling the Harpy Core from her satchel and setting it down on the ground, lighting up the cave. The cavern was entirely secluded, a hollow space with a rock ceiling ten yards overhead, the only way in or out being the tiny hole high above through which we had entered. The night sky was still visible, steadily becoming tinged with orange as the sun rose on the horizon. 
 
    Within the cavern was a rock pool much more nomadic than the one in the bath chamber, but as I looked about I saw signs of life – boxes and crates, remnants of a fire lit years ago, several books destroyed by damp and the elements slipping through the entrance above. 
 
    ‘Where the hell are we?’ I repeated, looking about in the blue light of the Harpy Core. 
 
    ‘An old hiding spot from before the war,’ Ariadne said, ‘There are few people still alive that know about this place… Oh, shit, Evelina…!’ 
 
    I cursed myself over the fact that I had forgotten about Evelina even for a second. Ariadne hurried to her and in the blue light we both saw the arrow sticking out from her left wing, the blood soaking the whiteness of the feathers around it. 
 
    Evelina had sat up, groaning in pain, but staggered back against the ground as Ariadne hurried over to her. 
 
    ‘I’m all right…’ She groaned, taking deep breaths. ‘How bad is it?’ 
 
    ‘Not as bad as it looks,’ Ariadne said. ‘But we need to get it out. Kit, bandages in my satchel, and a small vial filled with clear liquid. Kit!’ 
 
    I shook my head back into the moment, running over to the satchel by the Harpy Core and rooting through it before finding the roll of cloth and the vial in question, stoppered with a cork. I crossed to the girls and set them down. 
 
    ‘Okay, we’re gonna need to work together on this,’ she said, tearing off a small piece of bandage and rolling it up before slipping it between Evelina’s teeth, who gladly took it and sank her teeth into it lightly. ‘Kit, you’re gonna need to hold her. A harpy’s wings are sensitive, and this will hurt.’ 
 
    I did as I was told, kneeling behind her and wrapping my arms under her own and over her shoulders in a half-assed full nelson, my forearms pressing against the softness of her white wings. 
 
    It should have felt strange holding the heir to the throne like this, but I had to remind myself of two things; firstly, that out here we were all soldiers, and second, that I had already been much closer with Evelina than this. 
 
    But this was a whole different kettle of fish. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ Ariadne started, ‘One… T-’ 
 
    I was waiting for three, but not even two came – she wrenched the arrow out, Evelina releasing a crushed scream through her teeth as she bit down hard against the cloth. Evelina’s wings had felt soft at the touch, but the moment the pain hit they tensed hard and pushed against my forearms with unbelievable strength. It felt as though my arms would snap, but I recalled the strength I possessed and pushed back hard against her. 
 
    ‘That’s not even the hardest part,’ Ariadne said, laughing lightly and quickly taking up the vial of clear liquid. She unstopped it and poured the contents on the wound, resulting in an even harsher scream of quelled pain. ‘And we’re done,’ she finished, unravelling the bandage and wrapped it over her wing to secure it in place. In moments the process was done; Evelina spat the cloth from her mouth and breathed deeply, pulling herself over to a nearby rock and leaning against it as she panted heavily. 
 
    ‘You don’t think it was poisoned, do you?’ I asked, looking between the harpies. 
 
    ‘After going through that?’ Evelina said, ‘I hope not.’ 
 
    ‘It’s unlikely,’ Ariadne said, ‘Snake’s Breath is too risky to handle, never mind using as an actual poison.’ 
 
    ‘And who were those guys?’ I asked. ‘How did they know we were there?’ 
 
    ‘Patrollers. They’re expanding their reach… In the meantime, we need to figure out why the Harpy Core didn’t work.’ 
 
    I was so caught up with making sure Evelina was all right that I had completely forgotten about the reason for our journey in the first place. 
 
    The sky had begun to glimmer with purple and orange that was slightly visible through the hole in the ceiling as the sun crept higher, out of sight within our secret cave, but our main source of light was still the Core. It sat on a bundle of cloths a few yards away with the satchels, glowing unassumingly. 
 
    I approached it slowly, suddenly terrified by this foreign item. Back on Earth I had been entirely ignorant of its powers. Here I had been informed of its true nature, and according to the harpies I could handle it. 
 
    So why had nothing happened this time when I picked it up? 
 
    I knelt by the core, bringing my hands to its edges. It was only now that I noticed the total lack of any heat emanating from it. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I pressed the palm of my hand slowly against the surface of the core again. There was no warmth, no change in the swirling mist that lurked inside – just a clammy, glassy feeling. 
 
    ‘Anything?’ Evelina asked. 
 
    ‘No… I don’t know why this isn’t working.’ 
 
    This was the only thing standing between us and saving Queen Athina, and now it was deciding that it didn’t want to function just like every other Core apparently did. 
 
    Talk about flashbacks to prom night… If I had even had a date, that was. 
 
    I ran my hand across the surface, feeling it beneath the skin of my palm like a witch with a crystal ball, and still nothing happened. But there was something off about it beyond the fact that it wasn’t working. 
 
    There was a ridge running through it, a long, consistent crack. 
 
    I placed my hands on both edges, thinking back to a stupid toy that I had won from a machine at an arcade years ago, where you twist both sides in opposite directions to reveal the prize within. 
 
    Why not? 
 
    I forced both sides in different directions, expecting nothing – but lo and behold, it worked. 
 
    The core twisted – then it began to tick. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I set the core down quickly on the blankets. 
 
    ‘What’s that noise?’ Ariadne asked, she and Evelina both looking in my direction. 
 
    ‘It sounds like a bomb,’ I said, quickly walking backwards. The ticking increased in tempo sharply, and even if I wanted to duck for cover I didn’t have anywhere near enough time. The Core, or whatever this thing was, cracked open, and revealed an object within. 
 
    I returned, separating the two sides whose blue lights had now extinguished, and lifted the prize. 
 
    It was composed of wood and metal, and looked like a prehistoric Rubik’s cube with twice as many moving parts. Small wooden blocks were set into the exterior, which could be spun endlessly to reveal symbols – sword, shields, wings, spears, a glowing sun, a castle, a tree… 
 
    Beneath where it had sat, inside one half of the casing, was a seemingly ancient piece of parchment. I tried to read it, but the symbols were those of  
 
    I took it up and returned to the girls, holding one of the objects in each hand. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is this?’ 
 
    ‘Did you actually break the Core?’ Evelina asked from her spot against the rock. ‘That’s a first…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t think is the Core,’ Ariadne said, taking the objects from me. We all sat together by Evelina’s rock, she examining the paper while Ariadne spun the object in her hands. 
 
    They both stayed silent before Evelina began to murmur, reading the harpy language back to herself. 
 
    ‘This is written in Harcian,’ she said without looking up. ‘It’s an archaic dialect of our old language but I can still figure it out. It’s a riddle.’ She read it back slowly. ‘Here be the time to rattle your mind, here be the time to face a test, here be the time for tempers to rise, to find a warrior’s touch may serve you best.’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t the Core,’ Ariadne said, holding up the puzzle and looking back at the two sides of the casing a few yards away. ‘It never was. The Core might have been there at some point, but somebody’s clearly moved it.’ 
 
    ‘Moved it?’ I repeated. ‘Who? And why?’ 
 
    ‘Someone looking to keep it hidden,’ Evelina said irritably, not because of her bandaged wound but because of the hole that we had suddenly found ourselves in – both figuratively and literally. ‘The sun’s rising… If we go back out there now we’re dead. We’re too far into enemy territory. We need to wait until night falls. I can’t believe this… I thought we had it. We could have made a break for it back Aries… Now we have twelve hours before we can do anything, and we need to solve this thing.’ 
 
    ‘I just don’t understand who would move it,’ I said. 
 
    ‘One of the Ancients,’ Evelina said casually. I looked at her in bafflement. 
 
    ‘Are you serious?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Why wouldn’t I be?’ 
 
    ‘Because… Look, I know this is the world that you have grown up in and it’s the one you know, but in my world… There are a lot of people who don’t believe in God. Or several gods, in your case.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no such thing as belief for us,’ Ariadne said, still examining the puzzle and taking up the parchment, looking between the two. ‘The Harpy Cores are enough evidence of their existence. We do not believe; we know.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I nodded, trying to wrap my head around the idea but deciding not to pursue it any further. They were committed to the notion of their gods, and me questioning them would get me nowhere. Maybe I had experienced things I would deem no less than supernatural over the last few days, and maybe I could handle them to some extent, but there was no way that I was going to start questioning them about this. 
 
    ‘So why do you think one of the gods- I mean, one of the Ancients moved it?’ 
 
    ‘Whoever else moved it would have no reason to do so. Why not just take the power for themselves? Or this is just a challenge devised by the gods to make it more difficult to find.’ 
 
    ‘A warrior’s touch…’ Ariadne suddenly said, turning to me. ‘You need to solve it.’ 
 
    ‘Me?’ I exclaimed. ‘I do the crossword in the local paper sometimes but there’s no way that I can decode something like that.’ 
 
    Ariadne and Evelina shared a look, before Evelina shook her head and returned to look at me. 
 
    ‘I’ll be honest, I don’t have any idea what you just said, what a crossword or a… What was it, a local paper is? Yes, I don’t know what those are, but it needs to be you.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘It’s part of the riddle. A warrior’s touch.’ 
 
    ‘So I’m the one who needs to move it… At least you two can still help.’ 
 
    We had, quite literally, all day to solve the puzzle – so that was what we did. 
 
    For the next few hours we sat around, drinking from our canteens and snacking on our provisions while studying the puzzle in the light from the gap overhead as the sun steadily worked towards its peak. There had been no sign of the drakes, but every so often we fell silent at the sound of animal shrieks in the distance or yelling that roared across the waters that surrounded us. 
 
    I understood now the problem with going out during the day. Even if the war that had ended the reign of the Harpies over half of the archipelago had ended years ago, skirmishes and small battles were still taking place. The kingdom had become so divided that everybody was at war. 
 
    No wonder it was so dangerous to leave your lands during the day, never mind at night, or to even fly at any time beyond the borders of your own island. 
 
    My mind buzzed with what I had learned so far as we studied the puzzle and its sides over the ensuing hours, and during the process… We got absolutely, precisely nowhere. 
 
    The heat of the archipelago and its islands was enough to warrant little clothing, but in the cave hidden amongst our enemies, things were becoming even hotter – and not in a good way. The girls had stripped unashamedly down to their underwear without a second’s thought, and I couldn’t help but follow. The girls had both seen me naked, but neither one nor the other knew. Even if they were open in their sexuality, I still felt weird about the whole situation. 
 
    But that wasn’t the source of the undercurrent of frustration amongst us at all. With the heavy heat we all became more and more irritable, making zero progress in attempting to decode the puzzle. There was a quiet understanding that the thing would open up somehow once the correct sequence of blocks had been placed in the correct order, but the object gave no sign of budging in the slightest, no matter what we tried or how it related to the riddle, until- 
 
    ‘Why the fuck can’t I figure this out?’ Evelina said. 
 
    ‘Well, there’s one thing you can’t do,’ Ariadne muttered lightly, shaking her head. 
 
    ‘What did you just say?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    ‘No, what did you say?’ 
 
    ‘I said… There’s one thing that you can’t do.’ 
 
    ‘Am I supposed to take that as a compliment or some backhanded insult?’ 
 
    ‘You can take it however you want!’ Ariadne shouted back. ‘I said it. It’s open to interpretation.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need to fucking interpret it. You know what you meant it, so say it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Girls,’ I said, cutting in, ‘I’m frustrated as much as you are, but can we just get on with this?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Ariadne said, ‘The princess gave an order, and now it needs to be responded to correctly.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, by the gods…’ Evelina scoffed, rolling her eyes and laughing, ‘So that’s how you’re going to be?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘I knew it. It’s true, isn’t it, what the girls say? You’ve hated me ever since I was assigned as the heir.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t hate you, Evelina. I could never hate you, I just… Don’t particularly like you.’ 
 
    Ariadne said it so flatly that it was almost funny – all I could do was stare between them in shock. 
 
    ‘You don’t like me?’ 
 
    ‘My priority is my people,’ Ariadne said firmly. ‘It has been since I was brought into this world. Since I learned to fight. Since I learned how to fly properly. My responsibility above everything is to ensure that the harpies continue to thrive. Our numbers have been dwindling for years, and that’s under the rule of a queen as strong as Athina. Now we’re facing the very real possibility that somebody may need to take over. Even if she is saved by the Core, somebody else may need to make the decisions. You’re my friend, Evelina. Even if we’ve drifted apart, you’re still my friend. But are you prepared to do this?’ 
 
    Evelina pushed herself up, and the two stood across from each other, I between them. 
 
    ‘You’re my friend?’ Evelina said. ‘That’s what you call yourself? Well, a friend wouldn’t say that they have no faith in me.’ 
 
    With that final word she took into the depths of the cave and out of sight, disappearing in the darkness. 
 
    I turned to Ariadne, about to say something – I didn’t know what, just something – but she shook her head, tears in her eyes, and took off in another direction, out of sight. 
 
    I knew that Ariadne had reservations about Evelina, I just expected some professionalism from the two of them, even considering the fact that we were in a dank cave on a rock in the ocean, surrounded by enemies – and considering the stakes of our mission. 
 
    But that was when I realised – even if I had seen the harpies as some kind of mythical race since I had arrived, they were still people. They weren’t spartan warriors or stoic masterminds. Soldiers, maybe, but they still had breaking points, and they still had problems. 
 
    Queen Athina’s life was at risk and we had risked our own lives countless times in our journey so far to save it, but we had hit a wall. This wasn’t apathy; it was exhaustion. 
 
    I took up the puzzle and lightly bounced it in my hand, looking up to the small entrance to the cave in the ceiling where the sun had peaked, peering in to our hiding place. It would be eight or nine hours till it fell again. Eight or nine hours to figure this thing out. 
 
    I crossed to the pool of water in the centre of the cave, sitting on a nearby rock and lowering my legs into the water. The temperature was just right, a stark contrast to the searing heat of the baths in the palace, but nowhere near freezing. It offered some relief against the punishing heat that had been dominating us for hours. 
 
    One thing that had still been bugging me. The first Core that I had taken on had given me a clear power – a surge of energy in battle that would make me a formidable, fierce fighter. On the other hand, I had no idea what this new Core we were searching for could actually do. 
 
    Savour’s Blessing. It would heal the queen in some way, but how exactly? Would it turn me into some kind of godlike healer who could cure any ailment that I was presented with? The idea seemed ridiculous… But a lot of ridiculous things had happened to me over the last few days. 
 
    I returned to the puzzle, spinning the symbols on their rungs in a seemingly endless fashion until my head grew too heavy to cope any longer. I stretched out on a patch of sand nearby, drifting off to sleep. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
    Beneath a Setting Sun 
 
    The light splashing of water awoke me. The light spilling in had dimmed a little; I had been out for at least a couple of hours. Remembering quickly where I was as I shifted against the soft sand that pressed against my back, I raised my head and looked down towards the pool. 
 
    Evelina was swimming slowly through the water, stopping at the other end of the pool before turning back to me and returning. She looked up at me with a flick of her eyes before focusing back on the pool edge. 
 
    ‘You sleep well?’ 
 
    ‘I could do with a few more hours but there’s too much on my mind. Once I’m awake there’s no going back.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s the kind of person you are. Guess I’ll try not to wake you in the future.’ 
 
    ‘Presuming we’re not sharing the same bed.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think that’ll ever happen?’ 
 
    ‘Gee, I don’t know… Maybe the part where my tongue was between your legs back in the bath chambers on Aries Island before you were bent over and practically begged me to fuck you.’ 
 
    Exhaustion and frustration had resulted in me spewing that out, and for a second I thought that she would go berserk at me. 
 
    But all Evelina did was smile and wink over at me as she continued to breaststroke through the water. 
 
    ‘That was a lot of fun.’ 
 
    ‘Fun isn’t the word I’d use. Maybe for you, but definitely not for me.’ 
 
    ‘Well, we never did get a chance to go swimming together in the chamber. We’ve got a little time to ourselves now – why don’t you join me?’ 
 
    I had no interest in being sexually teased to the point of insanity for the second time since I had arrived in the archipelago, but the day was still bright through the exit of the cave. It would be a while until it would be safe for us to return outside and continue our mission, and with no chance of sleep and the sheer thought of returning to the puzzle driving me closer and closer towards total psychosis, taking a swim with a princess didn’t exactly seem like the worst idea in the world. 
 
    Already stripped down to my underwear, I crossed to the water’s edge and lowered myself beneath the surface, my feet touching the ground just as the water reached my neck. It was a tepid temperature, perfectly lukewarm – not uncomfortably cold but not overly warm, providing enough refreshment to give some relief from the punishing humidity that dominated the archipelago’s climate, something that had only been magnified inside the cave. 
 
    Evelina smiled over at me lightly, not saying a word, before slowing her pace and letting her body drift up to the surface. She covered herself up, wrapping her soaked wings around her body, turning them into a means of floating on the water’s surface as she closed her eyes to relax. 
 
    I wanted to ask about Ariadne – hell, I didn’t even know where the other harpy in our trio was – but right now that was a fire that I didn’t want to stoke. She would be somewhere in the cave, likely sleeping off the argument. 
 
    In the meantime, I closed my eyes and sank beneath the surface, into the white noise of the water’s depths. I exhaled through my nose, sinking to the bottom of the pool and sitting on the sand with my senses numbed. 
 
    Finally I returned for air, breathing deeply as I wiped the water from my eyes and returned to my original place on the sand. 
 
    Suddenly Evelina emerged from the pool, sauntering casually over to me. Maybe I would have expected that from her considering how she had left me hanging back in the bath chambers on Aries. What I didn’t quite expect was that she would leave the pool wearing absolutely nothing. 
 
    This time I fought to keep my mouth shut, but it was a hell of a difficult task. 
 
    ‘There’s no shame in looking,’ she said casually. 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that…’ 
 
    I met her eyes briefly, striving to drag my gaze from her unbelievable body, her slender stomach, her luscious hips and her round, large breasts as she stood with her hips arched to one side, her hands relaxed on them. 
 
    I may have still been wearing my boxers, but they did nothing to hide how hard I had become in only seconds, something that wasn’t exactly helped by the fact that I had just awoken. 
 
    ‘This… Isn’t a good idea,’ I said slowly, not believing the words myself but trying to stick to some level of morality. ‘Ariadne is around here somewhere…’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So…’ 
 
    I struggled for a response, but it didn’t come. To them, there was no jealousy or pettiness when it came to sex. You laid with whoever you desired, so long as they desired you back. 
 
    And to say that I was desiring Evelina was an understatement. 
 
    ‘Besides…’ Evelina continued, crawling over my body as I tried to sit up and pushing me back down to the sand, ‘Ariadne’s already had her turn with you, hasn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘How do you know about that?’ I asked, feeling myself growing harder beneath my underwear as Evelina slinked down my body to my waist. 
 
    ‘I didn’t, but thank you for letting me know that my hunch was correct.’ 
 
    Evelina ran her fingers into my underwear, sending the same shiver of excitement through me that Ariadne had pleasured me with back in my cell. 
 
    Does every harpy have an obsession with wrapping their lips around a guy? I thought, propping myself up on my arms as Evelina pulled my throbbing length from beneath my garments and took me in her hand, admiring my size before pulling no punches in wrapping her lips around the head of my cock and lapping her tongue against me. 
 
    Any shot at a thought that made sense vanished in that instant as I gave myself over to Evelina’s lips. It wasn’t just the fact that she was ridiculously good at taking a man in her mouth, even after so many years without the presence of one, it was the fact that she was a literal princess – and right now she was the one serving me. 
 
    I let my head fall back against the soft ground, pressing my hands against the sand either side of me and clenching it in my hands as the ecstasy flooded over my body like the waves crashing against the rocks that guarded this hidden place. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe you…’ 
 
    A third voice crept into the mix. My eyes slammed open. I looked a few yards to my left to see Ariadne standing there in her underwear, her arms crossed as she looked between us. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘You’ve had your time with him,’ Evelina said, continuing to pleasure me gently with one of her hands. ‘Why shouldn’t I have a turn?’ 
 
    I looked back towards Ariadne, my mouth agape. 
 
    ‘I still can’t believe you didn’t wake me. Didn’t you think I’d want to join in?’ 
 
    I only became more confused. Ariadne pulled off her clothes as she crossed to us, dropping to her knees by Evelina’s side and pressing her tongue to my shaft without reluctance. 
 
    My head fell back again against the sand at the perfect sensation that they provided me with. I managed to look back up at them. 
 
    ‘I thought you two fell out…?’ 
 
    ‘We had a chat while you slept,’ Ariadne said. ‘We worked things out.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that?’ 
 
    ‘It was a long talk…’ Ariadne said, running her lips to the other side of my length as they both teased me with their mouths. 
 
    I could have questioned it further but I was too caught up in the absolute ecstasy of the moment. A day ago I had had the best sex of my life with Ariadne, and now that was already being topped by not one but two girls pleasuring me relentlessly. 
 
    They took turns wrapping their lips around me as I indulged in these long, protracted moments, wishing that it would last forever – until they both moved to sit atop me. 
 
    Ariadne crawled up my body, smiling as she passed me before spinning around gracefully to sit atop my face. I pressed my tongue into the soaking wetness between her legs, and just as I thought that it couldn’t get any better, I felt Evelina take my dick in her hand, sliding me into her slowly until I had filled her up completely. 
 
    Her moaning echoed through the cave as she began to ride me. Ariadne followed as I tongued her clit wildly, feeling her hips quiver as she rode my face rhythmically. 
 
    I couldn’t get enough of the pair of them. The soft tightness of their perfect bodies could have overwhelmed me at any second, threatening to send me finishing inside of Evelina’s, but I was determined to keep a hold on myself. 
 
    The harpies’ moans soon began to sound stifled. In the haze of pleasure I quickly realised that they had wrapped their arms around each other and were engaged in a passionate, prolonged kiss. 
 
    The three of us were engaged in an endless cycle of pleasure, pleasing each other’s bodies in the heat of the cave. I ran my hands up Evelina’s hips, pressing her down against me and grinding against each other. She let out a shriek of pleasure, her hips shaking as she came around me. 
 
    We continued for a few minutes longer, wrapped in each other’s bodies, until I could hold myself off no longer. Warmth flooded through my abs and into my waist as I came hard inside of Evelina, groaning against Ariadne’s wetness as I continued to tongue her. In a climactic response her body seized, soaking my face lightly as we all came together. 
 
    Our orgasms finally subsided and we collapsed into a heap, all three of us panting and shaking. 
 
    ‘Is that how you guys make up in your world?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Sometimes,’ Ariadne smiled. ‘Or, like I said, we talk it out. You know, like normal people.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes,’ I laughed. ‘That works for me.’ 
 
    Afterwards we laid together, I still spinning the puzzle in my hands. Sex, particularly sex as hot as that which I had just had with the girls, was one of the most effective ways for a man to clear his mind and realign his thoughts. 
 
    Returning to the puzzle I had hoped that those clear thoughts would aid me in finding a solution. Still, though, no answer appeared before me. I knew the method for solving a Rubik’s cube – find the corners and then the crosses. This was nothing like that, though. I had realised that shortly after we began, and returning to the prospect only confronted me with more failure. 
 
    The sun was getting lower as another hour passed. The girls dressed and checked for further supplies in the cave while I continued, still sat in my underwear like some basement-dwelling monster hunched over a toy. 
 
    Any semblance of a clear mind that I had had after bedding Ariadne and Evelina was now gone and after another fifteen minutes had passed my fury finally bubbled up. 
 
    I threw the puzzle onto the sand before me and paced to my pack, taking up the sword that I had used in the fight with the golems. It had been chipped and mangled slightly from the use of the Warrior’s Rage and could probably make it through one more fight before falling apart completely. 
 
    Or one really powerful hit. 
 
    I was blinded with anger and frustration, hardly able to see as I returned to the core and found myself lucid for just enough time to line the edge of the blade with the puzzle like batter setting up for the swing of his life. 
 
    Somewhere in the haze of my peripheral vision I caught the blurred sight of one of the girls – I honestly couldn’t figure out which one, or which one yelled Kit! across the room at me before I raised the sword over my head, swinging back with both hands before slamming the sharp edge of the blade down against the puzzle’s wood and metal frame. 
 
    Everything exploded, the object obliterating and splintering in every direction, and after the sparks died down I looked down to see myself holding nothing but a handle with no blade. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ Ariadne said, rushing over to me breathlessly. Evelina appeared from a spot on the other side of the pool. Both looked at me with a mix of confusion and shock, until all of our faces lit up with a flickering blue and orange light. 
 
    I looked down to where the crumbled remains of the puzzle should have been and instead saw a ball of swirling blue and orange light, which steadily rose up from the ground, floating between us all. 
 
    ‘Is that it…?’ I whispered, my anger slipping away, along with the sword’s handle, from my grip. ‘Is that the real Harpy Core?’ 
 
    ‘I… I don’t know…’ Evelina said. ‘Take it.’ 
 
    I stretched my hand out once again, touching the object – but instead found my hand slipping straight through it, as if I was reaching into a hologram. 
 
    I withdrew my hand fast, and the ball of light quickly flattened into a circle, stretching out before us like a table top. 
 
    The harpies were behind the times in terms of conventional technology, but this was like nothing I had ever seen, even back on Earth. This technology didn’t exist. 
 
    The image quickly turned 3D in the slightest of fashions, and together we were looking down at the archipelago. Hundreds of islands laid before us. I needed the girls to navigate and locate exactly what we were looking at, but they were way ahead of me. 
 
    ‘Aries is here…’ Ariadne said, pointing at the last bastion of the harpies, ‘and we’re here…’ She pointed at the tiny spit of land that we currently occupied. 
 
    Suddenly a red dot flashed upon a nearby island, a stark contrast to the natural colours of the rest of this map that had projected from nowhere and onto nothing. 
 
    ‘That’s Wildak,’ Evelina said. ‘Heavy drake territory…’ 
 
    The image zoomed onto the island, landing on a patch of forest in the depths of the jungle. 
 
    ‘Damn…’ Ariadne muttered. 
 
    ‘Have you got it?’ I asked. 
 
    They shared a look, before nodding apprehensively. For a few more seconds that ominous red dot continued to blip on the forest before the whole projection disappeared entirely. 
 
    ‘Is that… Normal for your world?’ I asked, looking between them.’ 
 
    ‘No,’ Evelina said slowly, shaking her head. ‘I’ve never seen anything like that before.’ 
 
    Its appearance didn’t warrant any discussion other than looks. They had already talked to me about the gods… I had never seen evidence of a god on Earth, but this warranted something supernatural at the very least. 
 
    That was secondary, though – we had a mission to complete, and we had figured out the next part of the trail. 
 
    ‘Kit…’ Ariadne said quietly. ‘Where it’s telling us to go… It’s dangerous.’ 
 
    ‘How dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Really dangerous,’ Evelina continued, breathing deeply. ‘That squad of drakes back there… There were only six or seven of them. This time there’ll be a hundred at least. Wildak is a drake stronghold. We don’t have accurate intelligence, but that… thing, whatever it was, is telling us to go straight into the jaws of death. If we get spotted… Well, there are two options. Kill ourselves, or fight and hope that they kill us. Because if they capture us… You’re going to wish you were dead.’ 
 
    I looked between them both. Nodding lightly, I clenched both of my hands, feeling the roughness of my palms; years of studying machines had left me with something close to workers palms, but the callouses I had developed over the past few days put those gained from working with moving parts and cogs to shame. 
 
    Dropping to one knee by the pool, I looked into it and saw the vague shape of my reflection in the dying light. Even after having swam in the water with Evelina, my hair was clotted with blood and dirt, my fringe falling over my forehead, my face stained with small cuts and mud. 
 
    ‘A few days ago I was serving drinks in a coffee shop in my hometown,’ I said. ‘Now I’m part-Harpy and I’m on a quest to save the queen of a lost kingdom with a princess and a guard. So much of my life hasn’t meant a goddamn thing… But this does. This means something.’ I turned to look back at the girls. ‘If I give up now I may as well have taken that jump off the cliff a few seconds earlier so you wouldn’t have had time to save me.’ 
 
    They both laughed lightly. 
 
    ‘All right,’ Evelina said. ‘Looks like we’re doing this.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had a good life,’ Ariadne shrugged turning to Evelina. ‘And I’m sorry for what I said earlier. It seems so stupid now…’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to say anything. We’ve got more important matters to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘So where do we start?’ I asked, taking a deep breath. 
 
    ‘Well, first things first,’ Evelina said. ‘You need to put on some clothes.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
    Diversion 
 
    Wait for darkness and silence to fall. Fly low across the waters. Arrive on the island of Wildak. Figure out a plan from there. 
 
    It all sounded easy enough – but as we waited in the cave for the final whispers of day to vanish, the shrieks of the night quickly replaced it. 
 
    The screeching of the snatchers was already unmistakable to my ears, and in their midst I heard the yelling of the drakes, giving their orders. 
 
    This routine carried on for so long that we resorted to further exploring the cave. I could afford to light a torch as long as I was far enough away from the entrance to avoid the light being seen, and did so. Old boxes were scattered about, growing in quantity the further I descended into its depths. The crashing of water against the walls only a few feet from me grew in strength until I reached the end of the trail. 
 
    A single large crate was surrounded by many small others. They were all rotting and either upturned or emptied, but this final one remained ominously undisturbed. 
 
    Curiosity couldn’t help but get the better of me. I lodged the handle of my flaming torch into the sand nearby and retrieved my remaining sword, shoving the blade beneath the lid, ensuring it was wedged in place, then applying enough pressure to bring the lid splintering free. 
 
    It finally gave, wood chippings flying in all directions, and I retrieved my torch and held the flames over the box. 
 
    It took a few seconds for me to realise what I was looking at, but the moment my brain registered it I fell back onto my ass and damn near threw the torch away from the box, sending it back up the passage that I had come. 
 
    My entire body was shaking uncontrollably with terror. 
 
    ‘Ariadne! Evelina!’ 
 
    The girls both came running. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Ariadne asked, going to pick up the torch from where it lay in the sand on its side, still burning a few yards from me. 
 
    ‘NO!’ I shouted at her viciously. ‘Leave it there…’ 
 
    Ariadne jolted back at how loudly I had shouted at her. 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with you?!’ 
 
    ‘Don’t put the fire anywhere near that crate…’ I panted, pushing myself up to my feet. ‘Did you know that was down here?’ 
 
    ‘Know what was down here?’ Evelina asked, crossing to the crate and looking in before quickly stepping back. ‘Lord… Is that… Dynamite?’ 
 
    ‘So it is?’ I asked. ‘You’ve got dynamite in your world too? That’s comforting.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know how it would have gotten down here,’ Ariadne said, edging to Evelina’s side and peaking in. ‘I don’t remember these being put here…’ 
 
    ‘They were probably here while you were using it as a hideout… They could have been hidden down here this whole time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not something I want to think about…’ 
 
    I headed over, and all three of us peered into the crate. 
 
    ‘Remember the part where we get to Wildak and make it up as we go along?’ I said. ‘That’s the part that I’m worried about. That’s the part where I think we end up getting killed. So why don’t we use this?’ 
 
    Again, the girls shot me a look. 
 
    ‘It’s Ariadne’s turn to carry you,’ Evelina said. ‘I took an arrow last time. If you want to bring this stuff then you’re carrying it, but Ariadne needs to agree to carry you.’ 
 
    I looked down into the crate again. There were hundreds of sticks, enough to blow the entire of the island to hell and then straight back again. Dynamite became temperamental the older it was. It would have been here for a few years. 
 
    I would just have to make sure that I didn’t drop it. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘I’m good with carrying it.’ 
 
    ‘You freaked out a minute ago,’ Ariadne exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Because I was holding a flame over it. I can do it. We can use them for something, even if it does mean going down in a blaze of glory.’ 
 
    ‘Glory, pieces of flesh and bone…’ Ariadne said. ‘Basically the same thing. Fine, let’s do it.’ 
 
      
 
    Five sticks were more than enough; I don’t know what the fuck I was thinking in taking them, but by this point we were through the looking glass. This was balls to the wall, the last resort. We either found the Core and got back to Queen Athina before the poison took her, or… 
 
    I didn’t want to think about the alternative. 
 
    We waited at the entrance, huddled together by the hole in the ceiling. The shrieks and the shouts had ended long ago, but we had to be sure before we made our way to Wildak. 
 
    Armor and weapons secured, dynamite stashed securely in the satchel wrapped in heavy cloth… 
 
    All that was left was for Ariadne to wrap her arms around me – and then we had kicked off from the ground, hurtling from the cave and into the darkness of the night. 
 
    It was a cloudy night, and the moon was nowhere to be seen. Even as I opened my eyes to look out across the ocean and the islands, I could hardly see anything as the harpies skirted the waters, the tips of their wings occasionally hitting the surface. They drove them hard against the air, moving us faster and faster. The island was only minutes away across a long stretch of water, but the more time we spent out in the open, the more chance there was that an enemy lookout would spot us. 
 
    But that wasn’t my biggest worry – that award went to the pack of explosives that I was holding tightly but gently between my chest and Ariadne’s. 
 
    God, I wished that I had wings. 
 
    Wildak loomed ahead. We reached the shore of the island, Ariadne landing us deftly on our feet alongside Evelina before we all hurried to the forest, keeping our heads low. 
 
    We huddled in the darkness, quelling our breathing and listening for any sign of the droves of drakes that inhabited the island. Snatchers may have given off those feral sounds that meant they could be heard from miles away, but this enemy was superior. 
 
    We could hear nothing, but that didn’t matter. They could be anywhere. 
 
    Light and fast. No provisions, no unnecessary extras – just weapons, armor and explosives. 
 
    The three of us moved at a steady jog through the tree, not stopping for anything. Occasionally a rustling would occur but we veered away, pushing on hard through the shrubbery and keeping our heads low. The forest was strangely silent save for the rustlings of the plants, but I didn’t need that explaining to me. 
 
    The drakes had killed everything that wasn’t on their side. 
 
    We were well into enemy territory before I saw the glow of the fires a few hundred yards off. Blackness had been our only companion amongst the bushes and trees, and the orange light ahead began to seem the only thing that existed. It was followed by grunts and muffled voices and no more than fifty yards ahead a silhouette laughed hysterically. 
 
    The three of us halted immediately, dropping low to the ground behind a large tree. 
 
    ‘We’re too close…’ I whispered quickly. ‘Why did they need to be right here?’ 
 
    ‘They’re right there,’ Ariadne said, ‘but where we need to go is that way.’ She pointed leftwards of the drake camp. ‘It’s close to them… Not too close, but close.’ 
 
    We doubled back, retracing our steps to a point further away from the camp before approaching our destination from a different direction. While the roaring flames from the drakes’ camp was still undeniable, we could still see a smaller fire at the space we were heading towards. 
 
    Getting as close as we could before the shrubbery and undergrowth began to give out, we once again halted in the bushes and observed what laid ahead. 
 
    Ancient, chipped marble ruins were lit haphazardly by torches, and two drakes stood lazily on guard. They looked just like the ones that had attacked us, their blackened wings folded behind their backs as they drank from brown bottles, their spears leaning against  nearby columns. 
 
    They were drunk on the job. 
 
    ‘We can take them,’ Evelina said. ‘This is the place, but it looks like they’re guarding it just like any other post… They’re none the wiser that there’s a Core nearby.’ 
 
    ‘So what do we do?’ I asked. ‘We need to keep them quiet. If they get a chance to scream then the drakes from the main camp will come running.’ 
 
    ‘So we cut their throats,’ Ariadne said resolutely. ‘We do it fast, and then we-’ 
 
    A brutal, husking growl cut through the nearby clearing that the ruins occupied. It wasn’t loud by any means – it was a raw, animalistic sound that could only come from the lungs of a predator. 
 
    But the drakes relaxing on the job didn’t run. They stood quickly, grabbing their spears in one hand and dropping their bottles from the others. One bottle rolled away, but the other smashed on the worn, stained marble, its body splitting from its neck into a hundred pieces. 
 
    The guards stood to attention with their shoulders back, remaining fixed on the spot as their master appeared. 
 
    At first I thought that we were in the presence of a huge, lean bear. The figure that emerged from the woods in the direction of the camp stood well over six-feet tall, his hunched body giving the impression of a defined musculature, ditching his true height of what was likely closer to seven feet for a broad-shouldered, hunched, judgemental pose. 
 
    His body was draped in armour that had once been chrome in appearance, but was now scattered with scrapes, stains and scuffs, and his head was draped in a heavy hood, leaving only a hint of the patchy stubble around his mouth visible. 
 
    Two things stood out above all else, though; a huge claymore at his waist, which his forearm was draped across, and the wings that spread from his back. They stretched out enormously as he arrived, and in the firelight that surrounded the ruins I got a brief look at their shade. They were unlike any others that I had seen thus far – one was a stained, greying white, while the other was a patchy, scattered mix of black and white, the two colours wrapping and intertwining like that of a dalmatian, as if they were warring for dominance over the feathers. 
 
    We remained silent in the shrubbery, watching as the huge figure confronted the guards. 
 
    At first he said nothing, moving between the two drakes and staring them down from beneath his hood. They didn’t move, but the fear on their faces was beyond evident. They may have been soldiers, but they couldn’t hide the slight shuddering of their fingers. 
 
    As the figure moved left there was the sound of scraping against the marble. He looked down to see the smashed glass from the bottle that the drake had dropped. As he knelt to examine it, the drake responsible clenched his eyes shut with immediate regret. 
 
    The master examined the glass, brushing pieces aside with the tips of his slightly clawed fingers before standing with a particularly large shard in his hand. 
 
    ‘Who is responsible for this?’ 
 
    He spoke slowly, his voice a deep, gravelly growl that put an animalistic fear into me. 
 
    The drake before him, the one responsible, shot the other a look. 
 
    ‘Don’t look at him,’ the master continued, causing the drake to whip his head back into line. ‘He’s looking to save his own skin. Who was it?’ 
 
    ‘It was me,’ the drake said, his voice shaking. 
 
    The master looked down on the drake, who continued to look straight ahead. He toyed with the glass shard in his claws, nodding slightly to himself. 
 
    ‘Mm…’ He responded, ‘You know… During the war, if a grunt drank on duty, we would make him finish the bottle… Then make him force it all back out of his guts. Seems you’ve already finished the bottle, so I could make you do that… Or…’ He raised the large shard of glass, looking between it and the drake, ‘You could swallow this, and try and force it back out… I’m sure it’d be much more interesting to watch you try that…’ 
 
    Back on Zakthos the drakes had been fearless. They had stared us down and hunted us like animals. To be honest, they had scared the crap out of me. 
 
    And yet now, here was this drake caught drinking on duty, being stared down by his boss… And he was whimpering. It escaped him like a hurt animal, the forest so quiet that we could all hear it, even from twenty yards away. 
 
    ‘Mm…’ The master continued. ‘But then I’d be missing a man to attack Aries, and right now we need all the power we can muster. The harpy presence operating defensively on the island has increased enormously, which tells me our attack was successful. We take them tomorrow. But mark my words – if I find you drunk on the job again, you can go and fight for the harpies tomorrow, and you will be treated with the same ferocity as all of those bitches…’ 
 
    I and the girls shared a terrified look. Tomorrow. By sun-up there would be a fresh attack on Aries. They had taken Queen Athina, and with the fear inflicted and the morale low, they were going to launch their attack. 
 
    The master looked between the two guards once more, dwelling just long enough to deliver another piercing, domineering glare that convinced the guards that glass might still be on the menu. Then, after several long, drawn moments that gave the ground beneath our feet a booming heartbeat, he turned and headed back through the forest towards the main camp, brushing through the trees and out of sight. 
 
    All the while, even after his harsh footsteps had disappeared completely, the guards remained frozen in place out of a mixed sense of duty and primal fear. 
 
    ‘We need to get this Core now,’ I whispered. ‘You’re sure this is the place?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ Evelina replied. ‘At sunrise they’ll attack the island. This is a full-scale assault… Even if Queen Athina survives…’ 
 
    ‘She will,’ Ariadne said quickly. 
 
    ‘But even so… Even if she does live, we’ll still be facing an attack on all fronts. What do we do?’ 
 
    ‘You hold fast on your duty as the heir, and as a harpy,’ I whispered back. ‘And you lead.’ 
 
    ‘Right,’ she nodded. ‘We can do this.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t take them all on,’ Ariadne said, ‘The moment we start fighting we’ll make too much of a ruckus, and every drake from the main camp will be on us like flies on manure. We need to take them out silently.’ 
 
    ‘And if we don’t?’ I said. ‘We could arc around and take them out from behind, but one wrong move and everything’s lost… We need a diversion. Something that will pull them all away from this spot and give us enough time to get down there and find this thing.’ 
 
    ‘Give you enough time to get down there,’ Evelina said. ‘Ariadne and I will arrange the diversion. You need to get the Core.’ 
 
    ‘Get down where?’ 
 
    ‘Under the ruins. That was where it was on Zakthos, and I’ve little doubt that that’s where it will be this time.’ 
 
    ‘But how are we going to-…’ I trailed off, retrieving my satchel as the realisation hit me. 
 
    Carefully reaching in, I retrieved the five sticks of dynamite. 
 
    ‘Guess I should kick myself for bringing this, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Not just yet. Here’s the plan.’ 
 
      
 
    Minutes later I had retreated into the forest a further twenty yards, shrouded amongst the shrubbery and the silhouetted, overgrown greenery. 
 
    The silence of the island haunted me like a lost spirit. I thought back to that house in Wintermoss that I had inherited from out of the blue, and how it had swept me to this foreign world almost as soon as I had wiped my feet on the welcome mat. 
 
    It seemed like an age away… And that was because, well, it was. What I had been through since arriving in the archipelago had seasoned me more than anything had in my entire life. My body had changed. My mind had adjusted to the terror of battle. I had learned how to wield a weapon, how to fight creatures, met the queen of a kingdom and bedded two of the hottest women I had ever met in my life, not to mention going on a half-assed adventure to save the very same queen. 
 
    But it would all be for nothing if this final plan didn’t work. If we didn’t retrieve this Core, the Core that would somehow save Queen Athina from a terrible death, then the mantle would fall to Evelina. 
 
    Even if we were successful, the drakes would be attacking in mere hours, and even if the queen lived, we would still be faced with a huge attacking force. 
 
    A twig snapped somewhere nearby, and I shook my head back into the moment. 
 
    I was waiting – waiting for a sound that would send a shockwave through the woods. 
 
    Through the trees I could vaguely make out the two guards, still standing to attention even now, long after their master had disappeared. 
 
    Then- 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    I began to count to sixty. 
 
    To the north-east there was a sharp, sudden rumble. Vibrations swept through the ground, darting past my feet and into the beyond. There was a sudden yelp from the guards in reaction. 
 
    ‘What was that?!’ 
 
    In the direction of the main camp, screams and shouts bellowed. I moved forward through the bushes to get a better look at the guards. No sooner had I set my eyes firmly back upon them did they exchange garbled words that I failed to hear before readying their weapons and setting off running through the forest, abandoning their post. 
 
    Twenty seconds had passed since the explosion. Evelina had set off the first stick of dynamite. 
 
    I sprinted into the clearing, still counting obsessively even if the back of my mind was being clawed at relentlessly by the prospect of being so exposed to a potential attack. 
 
    But that was a risk I had to take, that I needed to take. 
 
    In one hand was my sword, but my shield was strapped over my back – in my other hand was a stick of dynamite, waiting at the ready. 
 
    Thirty seconds. 
 
    I scrambled atop the platform at the base of the ruins, smacking the base of my heel through my boots against the tiles. They were all solid and unyielding. 
 
    All but one. 
 
    Fortyy seconds – it had taken me more time to find the correct spot. 
 
    I threw my weapon down, holding the dynamite’s fuse up to one of the flaming torches nearby until the fizzling started. Steadily and surely, the sparks ticked down the line, getting closer to the stem. 
 
    I set it down on the weak tile. 
 
    Ten seconds. 
 
    I had made it, and it would explode exactly at the right moment – more or less. 
 
    I stepped back, taking a breath. I had been building up these moments in my mind ever since the plan had been laid bare, calculating every one of my movements until my thoughts drifted into the past… 
 
    So when everything was accomplished, with ten seconds remaining, all I did was step back – but for some reason it was only then that it clicked what I had done. 
 
    I had just lit a stick of dynamite strong enough to blow through a thin marble slab – and it was literal seconds away from exploding, that little sparkling fuse laughing at me as it reached zero. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit…!’ 
 
    You complete fucking idiot. 
 
    I turned and ran, making it ten yards from the stick before it went off. 
 
    Diving forwards, half with my own strength and half being thrown by the force of the detonation, I crashed into the bushes amongst the trees headfirst. 
 
    The dynamite may have left a ringing in my ears, but that wasn’t what struck me the most – and it wasn’t the ground, either. 
 
    Somewhere in the distance to the east, another much louder explosion had triggered. It was so powerful that as I looked up from my spot on the ground, another shockwave this time almost sent me falling back onto my ass. 
 
    Through the ringing and the crumbling, more shouts began to erupt. 
 
    Evelina had set off the initial bomb, drawing the guards away from the ruins and giving me a chance to set my own. 
 
    Ariadne had triggered not one but three sticks exactly sixty seconds later, in tandem with my own. 
 
    The blast had to be powerful enough not only to draw the drakes further away from the ruins, but to distract from the explosion that would open up the ruins where we had been led to. 
 
    With no time to waste I pushed myself up from the ground, smacking myself on the ears with the palms of my hands before approaching the ruins. Smoke rose slowly, which I batted away fruitlessly, drawing my hands from my ears. 
 
    It finally cleared, and looking to the spot I saw the collapsed marble, the broken slab leaving a gap that led down onto darkness. 
 
    A gap just big enough for me to drop through. 
 
    I knelt and peered into the hidden chamber that lurked beneath the ruins. 
 
    There was something down there, that was for sure. The map hadn’t led us on some half-assed wild goose chase. 
 
    But I couldn’t see a damned thing down there. 
 
    I retrieved the torch that I had used to light the fuse and returned to the hole with it in hand, laying down upon the platform and lowering it through the gap. 
 
    Rough, rocky walls framed a small tunnel that led directly down, but the light failed to show more than a few feet. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    I dropped the torch, watching it fall several yards before slamming into rock and sand, grains billowing up in clouds before quickly settling. 
 
    And to the right, a passage just tall and wide enough for a person to walk through led into unseen territory. 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut, pushing myself up and looking about. The smoke had cleared and I was still alone, but shouts from the North and the East could still be heard. They may have been running away from where I was, but I didn’t know how long my luck would last on that front. 
 
    But that wasn’t what scared me most. I wasn’t claustrophobic by any means – hell, if anything, I preferred a small, cosy place as much as anybody. 
 
    But this wasn’t my apartment back on Earth, or a closet that I was fooling around in with a work colleague. 
 
    This was a hidden passage that nobody had likely walked through for years, deep within enemy territory, on an island filled with creatures and monsters that wanted me dead. 
 
    ‘I don’t know…’ I muttered to myself, barely audible. 
 
    But what was the alternative? We were out here on a mission that either resulted in success or death. The only possible way not to end up in the hands of the latter was to see it through. 
 
    ‘Fine…’ I said to myself through gritted teeth. ‘End up in a different world, fight monsters and risk your ass a hundred times for a queen that you hardly even know… Fine…’ 
 
    I threw my sword into the passage, lowering myself over the gap with both hands and suspending myself in place. Taking a deep breath, I pulled my hands away and dropped into the tunnel. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
    Ruaos 
 
    Despite my newfound strength and my readiness to take the impact coming my way, I still staggered to the ground as I hit the floor. Brushing myself off before taking up my blade and the torch, I looked around the small space before setting my eyes on the passage ahead. 
 
    The light provided a view onto the closest few yards that lay ahead, but nothing beyond that. 
 
    All I knew was that it looked as if the passage descended slightly on a steady slope. 
 
    I waited, listening for any sign of a threat, but all I could hear was the echoing of my own breathing straight ahead. 
 
    There was nothing else for it. 
 
    I pushed onwards, keeping the light held high and my sword at the ready in the cramped tunnel. For twenty or thirty yards the passage continued, and as my heart raced I thought back to a video I had once seen about the Paris Catacombs, the hundreds of miles of tunnels that contained the remains of millions of dead, where countless people over the years had gone missing after losing their way. 
 
    To them, though, there had been several directions that could be followed – here there was just one, and as I reached the end of my current path and took a sharp left along the only route available, I saw it. 
 
    A glowing blue figure stood at the end of the passage, perhaps twenty yards away. It was around my height, cloaked in similar attire to myself, with a helmet akin to those worn by the harpies. 
 
    The only difference was that its body glowed blue, almost transparently, emanating a light that bounced off the walls and illuminated the passage around it. 
 
    And beyond, over its shoulder, I could see something else glowing in the darkness… Something blue. 
 
    The core. 
 
    The figure faced away from me, and as I tightened my grip on my weapon and took a few steps forward in a steadfast approach, it turned to face me. 
 
    I was close enough now to see its face, this ghostly apparition. But there was no face; only a skull, with gaunt, eyeless sockets, exposed teeth and a gawking mouth. 
 
    I halted, breathing hard, totally focused on my enemy. For a dragging moment he did nothing, before his chest rose and he released a brutal, piercing screech that rang through my whole body. 
 
    A pair of skeletal wings unleashed from its back, batting wildly against the rock walls, and he made towards me in a sudden sprint. 
 
    I gritted my teeth, readying my weapon, but with a raise of a fleshless hand in my direction, my foe sent both my torch and my sword flying from my hands and slamming into the walls either side of me, suspended in place. 
 
    I moved to my sword as he drew closer and closer, desperately trying to wrench it from its place, but it was glued in place by some latent telekinetic power that my enemy possessed. 
 
    I could run, but where would that get me? Time wasn’t on my side. 
 
    It was a stupid move against a spectre that could likely crush me with his mind, but even in the face of this terrifying attacker, I raised my fists. 
 
    Pulling my arm back for a raring punch just as he reached me, I quickly prepared myself for the inevitable damage that I would face in smashing my closed hand against solid bone – but I hit nothing. 
 
    Flying forward with the strength of my strike I dived through a cloud of blue, dusty matter, which promptly fell to the sandy ground. 
 
    I turned to look behind me in search of my assailant, but he was nowhere to be seen, the only sign that he had been here at all being the echoes of his screeching that eventually vanished completely. 
 
    ‘What the fuck?’ I panted, looking about frantically in the torchlight… But there was nothing else. 
 
    Looking back up the passage, the blue glow of the core remained. I was a short run from retrieving the prize. 
 
    Scrambling for my sword and torch, I headed on up the passage, keeping an eye out for more threats either in the form of hidden traps or evil creatures. The passage began to slowly widen out before turning off in both directions. The rocky roughness of the walls remained, but I now found myself in a much larger room, a final chamber lit by only the flames that I held and the blue orb, situated on a table on the other side of the room. 
 
    The ceiling rose to six or seven yards in height and scanning the room for further threats I found nothing else, which made me more terrified than if another monster had awaited me. 
 
    No obvious threats meant that there was something hidden. 
 
    If there was one thing that I had learned over the past few days it was that the Harpy Cores were valuable beyond belief, and the Ancients had done a damn good job of keeping them hidden and protected. 
 
    I threw the torch from my hand into the centre of the room, casting a little more light in the hopes that something would bring itself to my attention, or that some Indiana-Jones weight-trap would be set off… 
 
    No. 
 
    With nothing else to go by and no other options, I started towards the Core. 
 
    Twenty yards away. 
 
    Fifteen yards. 
 
    Ten. 
 
    I approached the platform it stood upon, seeing rusted, decaying clay pots and cups, as well as some rotting ancient volumes either side of it. There was a sword with the blade drenched in orange rust, the handle caked in grime, and an axe in a similar condition. 
 
    I returned to look at the Core that would save Queen Athina’s life. I had no idea how it would do that – I could only assume that it would cure her somehow. 
 
    I stepped up to the orb, hearing that familiar, quietly resonating sound, the aftermath of a tiny bell being rung. 
 
    I brought a hand forward to where it stood on a small platform on the slab, pausing just a few inches from its surface. I thought back to the moment in the house, back when I had touched the first Core and taken on the Warrior’s Rage, back when I had seen the myriad faces looking down upon me. 
 
    Pressing my hands to either side of the orb, it glowed and swam faster where my fingertips met its surface. I lifted it up, stepping back as I fought to keep my hands from shaking. 
 
    It was unlike the first time. There wasn’t a sudden sharp jolt, no surge of power that filled my body. 
 
    ‘No…’ I said to myself, ‘this better not be another freaking decoy…’ 
 
    ‘It isn’t.’ 
 
    I didn’t jump at the words – I was well beyond that sort of reaction in this world, even when I thought I was alone. 
 
    Slowly I turned to see the source of that resonating, deep voice. It was standing in the centre of the room, looking down upon me from a height of at least ten feet. It was humanoid in appearance, not another armoured ghoul screaming in my face, but a man clad in armour with a strong face and glowing white eyes. His possessed a white translucent glow tinged with blue. 
 
    The Harpy Core slipped from my hands, and a moment later I scrambled for my sword and shield, holding them readily before me. I didn’t know how much of an effect they would have, but I had been wrong before. 
 
    This guy looked like he could end me with a flick of one of his giant fingers. 
 
    He stared down at me ambivalently, his white, lidless eyes judging me silently, until he raised a hand. 
 
    ‘There’s no need for that, young citizen. I have no intention of harming you, nor the means to do so.’ 
 
    The voice was one of the most resolute, affirmed and reassuring things I had ever heard. Every fibre of my being wanted to believe him – but that was merely a desire, and more often than not most living things I had met in the last few days had tried to murder me. 
 
    ‘Who… Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am Ruaos,’ he said matter-of-factly. ‘The Core that you have just dropped to the ground belongs to me… Or at least it once did.’ 
 
    ‘Belongs to you?’ I repeated in confusion. ‘Wait… Wait… You’re one of them, aren’t you? You’re… One of the Ancients.’ 
 
    ‘That is correct, citizen.’ 
 
    ‘You’re real?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I am.’ For the first time the man, or god, broke from his image of glory and prestige, sniggering lightly before breaking out into a booming, hysterical laugh. It was the strangest thing I had ever seen, and you’re being told a story by a guy who hangs out with actual harpies. ‘Well…’ He continued, ‘I am an image of one at the very least.’ 
 
    Ruaos’s shoulders slumped a little, his gigantic wings flapping lightly in a flurry before he crossed to the corner of the room, left of where I had entered. Waving his hand in the air a large chair in the same white and blue form as that which he appeared in materialised from nowhere. The Ancient pulled off his scabbard and leant it against the chair’s side before turning and falling back into it, releasing a long sigh. 
 
    ‘An image of one?’ I repeated. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    Ruaos leaned forward, looking over at me from his corner. 
 
     ‘You’re not from these parts, are you?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly. Did the wings give it away?’ 
 
    ‘Well, that, and the shock at my appearance. I mean, it’s not every day that you come face to face with a god, is it? But belief in the gods within these lands is second nature to all beings. But not you – not until now.’ 
 
    I gulped hard, thinking back to my conversation with Ariadne and Evelina in the cave. 
 
    ‘… Are you reading my mind right now?’ I asked with trepidation. 
 
    Ruaos laughed again in an even more hearty fashion. 
 
    ‘Now how would I be able to do that?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know. In my world a lot of people believe in God. A god, for that matter, but people believe all sorts of different things.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed… And what world would that be?’ 
 
    ‘It’s called Earth. It’s… A long way from here, no doubt. I don’t even know where here is…’ 
 
    ‘I don’t doubt it at all… Interesting…’ Ruaos stared at me, a smirk rising at the edge of his mouth before disappearing once again into an analytical gaze. ‘A young citizen from another world arrives in these lands and not only manages to survive, but to find a Harpy Core. My Harpy Core. 
 
    ‘What you see before you is my spectral form. I am not the Ruaos – I am simply a whisper of his being, a projection of him that was left behind after his passing. That is what I mean when I use the term ‘image.’’ 
 
    ‘His passing? So… You’re dead?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. Ruaos is long dead.’ 
 
    ‘Gods can die? Yeah, that’s a pretty new concept for me.’ 
 
    ‘The concept that all of the Ancients are dead will also be a very new concept, then, I suppose?’ 
 
    Finally I lowered my sword and shield, not out of a feeling of safety but out of bafflement. 
 
    ‘The Ancients are dead?’ 
 
    ‘Long dead. They have been for centuries.’ 
 
    ‘The citizens of the archipelago seem to think that you’re all watching over them.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps the term ‘dead’ is not the most appropriate. Ambivalent is perhaps a little better. As life in the archipelago began to progress, our kind came to an agreement that we were no longer needed, so we decided it was time to end our collective role as leaders and colonisers. We chose to end our existence, instead confining our souls to the Cores that are scattered throughout these lands.’ 
 
    ‘You voluntarily gave up power?’ 
 
    ‘It is perhaps a strange concept to your mind, no doubt?’ 
 
    ‘It’s more than strange, it’s… Insane. There’s a saying in my world – ‘absolute power corrupts absolutely.’ The more power you get the more corrupt you become, no matter who you are… And here you guys are giving it up voluntarily at your peak, the moment you’ve actually built something.’ 
 
    ‘I am sure it is a strange idea to a… What did you say you were again?’ 
 
    ‘A human.’ 
 
    ‘Hew-man. Interesting. I am sure it is a strange idea to a hew-man such as yourself. It is also an idea that is very strange to the citizens of these lands. But the Ancients do not think in the same way as you. Our purpose is not to dominate life nor to control it, but to nurture and pass on our abilities to those worthy enough to lead and flourish.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you guys stepping back didn’t exactly go according to plan. It’s chaos up there. The harpies were doing great for a time, but now the kingdom is in pieces. There was a war that split the archipelago into a hundred different factions, and people are being killed every day.’ 
 
    ‘And what of the Harpy Cores? How are their powers being used?’ 
 
    ‘You really have no idea?’ 
 
    ‘My image has been contained within the Core since our departure from these lands – until you picked it up of course, mister… I never asked your name.’ 
 
    ‘It’s Kit. Kit Jones. And according to the harpies, the Cores are lost. The traps that you and the other Ancients put in place are doing a damned good job of keeping them all hidden.’ 
 
    ‘Comforting…’ 
 
    ‘That’s comforting to you? It’s a literal warzone up there! I’ve been in more fights over the past few days than I can even count! People are dying!’ 
 
    Ruaos remained still, looking over at me from his chair before a greater smile emerged on his lips, one surer and more resolute than before. 
 
    ‘We left these lands in the hope that the peoples of the archipelago would be able to govern themselves, to grow and nurture and prosper. Maybe that is not the case now, but allow me to ask you something – does war exist in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Of course it does.’ 
 
    ‘How many?’ 
 
    ‘Hundreds… Thousands probably. There are still some going on now.’ 
 
    ‘And what happens after they occur?’ 
 
    I thought for a moment, running over them all – world wars, civil, even the battles within conflicting factions in modern society. 
 
    ‘They end, and… People pick up the pieces, mend, and get better.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly, Kit, exactly,’ Ruaos said emphatically. ‘They make amends and they fight for a better world, but not without the leadership of great people, men and women who light the way into a prosperous future.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I’m here,’ I replied. ‘The queen of the harpies is on her deathbed, and the only way to save her is this Core. I appreciate having an audience with an Ancient, I really do, believe me, but I have to get back to Aries so she can lead us into-’ 
 
    ‘This Core does cannot save someone from death.’ 
 
    I froze up, staring at Ruaos 
 
    ‘… What?’ 
 
    ‘The Core cannot prevent the death of a mortal. None can. What you seek does not exist.’ 
 
    I felt like I had just been hit by a brick wall, each one with its own question stamped in block capitals across individual bricks. 
 
    ‘Then why would Queen Athina send us on this mission in the first place?!’ I shouted in frustration. I knew Ruaos didn’t have the answer, but I couldn’t help it. ‘I’ve dodged death and put my ass on the line a hundred times in the hopes of saving her, and now you’re telling me it was for nothing?’ 
 
    ‘Not for nothing,’ Ruaos said with quiet importance. ‘For everything. Think about what you have just said. You arrived in a strange land and managed to survive. You’ve risked your life in an effort to save a righteous kingdom. You have surpassed every obstacle that I have placed in your way, right down to the apparition that I placed before you in the passage back there. That passage is a final test – an enchantment that rids you of your weapons and pits you against an armed enemy. If you run, the cave collapses – but if you choose to face your enemy, even with the prospect of death being the likely outcome, you are admitted into this chamber, where the Core you deserve awaits. 
 
    ‘This world needs leaders, Kit. Leaders who are brave and noble, and who can stare death in the face even when it seems undeniable. This queen of yours – did she ever tell you that this Core would save her life?’ 
 
    I thought back to where we had left Queen Athina, when she had first set us off on our journey. 
 
    ‘Finding it and bringing it back is the only way to ensure any hope of survival.’ 
 
    She hadn’t said a word about her own life being saved. I, Ariadne and Evelina had just chosen what we wanted to hear. 
 
    Suddenly a heavy boom resonated through the walls, sending dust from the ceiling. 
 
    ‘Is this the part where the ceiling collapses?’ 
 
    ‘This is not my doing,’ Ruaos replied, looking up at the rocky cavern above from his chair. ‘I fear it may be time for you to go.’ 
 
    Ariadne and Evelina… Something bad was happening. 
 
    I dashed over to the Core, looking over at Ruaos. He gave me a single nod, before I returned to the orb and picked it up. 
 
    Swirls of colour burst from the sphere, just as they had done with the red Core back in my grandmother’s house. They clawed their way up my arms and over my body at a terrifying speed, as a fierce explosion of energy ignited in my veins. 
 
    I closed my eyes, breathing deeply and clenching my fists as the lines of blue light soared around me. At first it felt good – really good – but quickly that feeling transformed sharply into a mix of overwhelming rage and energy, as if my body would explode and take the entire island of Wildak with it. 
 
    Fighting for calm within my mind, it finally subsided. I turned to look back at Ruaos, expecting him to have disappeared. He hadn’t, but his image was steadily fading. 
 
    ‘What does it do?’ I asked him quickly. ‘The Core.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the owner,’ he smiled. ‘Find out for yourself.’ 
 
    I wanted to jump at Ruaos and choke him to death, but he was nothing but an apparition, and all I would do is go slamming into the chamber wall. 
 
    I ran for the passage, stowing my weapons as I dashed back into the narrow tunnel. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ 
 
    Screeching to a stop, I looked back into the chamber to see Ruaos kneeling by the door, looking down towards me. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘How did you arrive in these lands in the first place?’ 
 
    ‘A Harpy Core was in my grandmother’s house, and I picked it up without having a clue what it was.’ 
 
    ‘In your world?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… Why?’ 
 
    ‘Your grandmother… Strange…’ 
 
    Ruaos gave a final smirk in my direction before his image faded away completely. 
 
    There was no more time to waste. 
 
    Leaving behind Ruaos and the chamber, I headed for the surface.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
    Do the Right Thing 
 
    I scrambled out of the hole, finally getting a hold on the marble platform and pulling myself out onto the small ruins amongst the surrounding jungle. 
 
    When I had descended into the chamber the sounds of the drakes had been far off, heading in the opposite direction. 
 
    Now they were nearby, and getting closer. 
 
    I kept a hand on my sword, ready to draw it. I could start running but the idea seemed fruitless. 
 
    The sounds of the drakes were everywhere. 
 
    Suddenly a figure appeared through the shrubbery, travelling too quickly. It crashed through the bushes, scrambling to the ground after a brief flight, before looking up in my direction. 
 
    Ariadne’s hair was unmistakable, but the look of pure, frantic terror on her face was brand new. 
 
    ‘WE NEED TO GET THE HELL OUT OF HERE!’ 
 
    Ariadne screamed the order out, propelling herself towards me and wrapping her arms around me in a single motion. 
 
    I grunted heavily as we took off, not into the sky but straight back into the forest. Branches and jutting twigs struck at our bodies as Ariadne peered intently ahead, her eyes set on the course she was plotting and executing millisecond by millisecond. 
 
    ‘What the hell is going on?!’ 
 
    ‘There were too many… We got backed into a corner and had to make a break for it.’ 
 
    ‘Where’s Evelina?’ 
 
    ‘We split up, she’s fine. Did you get the Core?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but-’ 
 
    ‘Save it! Let me focus!’ 
 
    We raced through the air, and in our wake I heard the drakes’ war cries steadily coming into earshot. There were more than I could count, every single one of them intent on taking us down like animals. 
 
    Bursting through the treeline and over the shore of Wildak, a wild scream rushed from Ariadne’s lungs. At first I assumed the worst, wondering where an arrow had hit her, but as the wind and the resonating sound of her voice rang in my ears, I realised that it had been caused by only herself – we were flying faster than I could believe, travelling at well over a hundred miles an hour, sliding through the sky like an arrowhead. 
 
    We arced around the easterly shore of Zakthos, losing the drakes for a minute. Despite our speed, the safety of our course didn’t last for long. In no time we had reached Caros, diving into the forest just as a wave of arrows whizzed past us. 
 
    ‘ARIADNE!’ 
 
    Evelina’s voice called out, and my harpy changed course rapidly, veering left towards her call. 
 
    Any notion of a stealth mission was now gone. We had taken our time in getting to Wildak, but now we were clearing the distance in no time at the risk of our lives being taken. Our only goal was to get back to Aries as fast as possible. 
 
    Ariadne’s name was called out again, and as we rose above the treeline she pushed us in the direction of Evelina. 
 
    ‘TAKE THEM DOWN!’ 
 
    A gruff, angry voice yelled out the order not far behind us. They were getting closer. 
 
    ‘Get him back!’ Evelina called out from somewhere in the darkness. ‘I’ll hold them off!’ 
 
    ‘NO! WE’RE ALL MAKING IT BACK!’ 
 
    An arrow suddenly slid by, releasing a shriek of pain from Ariadne – it hadn’t hit her, only grazing her wing before falling into the sea. 
 
    But that didn’t stop her grip from failing, just as I saw the lights of Aries Island ahead of us. 
 
    Her arms untightened, and I fell. 
 
    ‘KIT!’ 
 
    I scrambled madly for Ariadne’s hand, my fingers wrapping around her forearm as we flew towards Aries. 
 
    I yelled out, looking out at the maddening blackness of the night around me, Evelina’s screams of my name sounding from somewhere to my right, and the innumerable silhouetted drakes pursuing us like an army of devils. 
 
    ‘HANG ON!’ 
 
    Ariadne’s nails dug into my arm and mine into hers as she caught me, both of us drawing blood from each other, but we didn’t care -  we were holding onto each other for dear life, and in the chaotic adrenaline of our escape I felt the familiar, unwelcome anger of the Warrior’s Rage begin to fill me up. 
 
    ‘No…’ I muttered to myself. ‘Not now…’ 
 
    I still didn’t have full control over this explosive power, this overcharged fury, and there was no weapon that I could use to channel it, aside from the one at my waist. 
 
    I swung my arm around to reach for the sword, and halfway into the motion a blue light suddenly appeared in my palm, extending out into a long line that widened out slightly. It wasn’t an hallucination – I could see the light illuminating my body, lighting up Ariadne’s wings. 
 
    It made us an easy target for the drakes. 
 
    Ignoring the light out of necessity, I reached for the sword in my scabbard, drawing it in the air like an idiot. I held it up, the energy still brimming within me – and the blue light still emanating. 
 
    A combined rage struck, an amalgamation of that which I had felt in my first fight with the snatchers and the one that had filled me in the chamber. 
 
    I groaned, the anger filling my chest, unable to contain it any longer. 
 
    A brutal roar exploded out of me. 
 
    A crackling rumble filled my ears. 
 
    My sword, the final sword I had brought, filled with blue light. It felt as if the handle was on fire. 
 
    I released it from my grip, and the moment it left my hand an explosion of light burst from the blade, flying in the direction of the drakes. 
 
    A shockwave blasted towards the battalion, and in the light that it carried I saw the drakes thrown back through the air, their weapons flying from their hands as they were knocked out of the sky. Some regained their flight, taking off back in the direction of Wildak, while others slammed into the ocean below. 
 
    I could only stare, mouth agape, at what had just happened. I could fight with fury, but nothing like this had happened before. 
 
    In the final wisps of light that remained, I looked over at Evelina. She stared back at what had happened as we flew on, before shooting me a look of shock and confusion. 
 
    This was no time to stop, though; through the night Ariadne carried me, and the three of us drew closer and closer to the home of the harpies. 
 
      
 
    Evelina called out our arrival as we approached, identifying us. The harpies were still on high alert, and the possibility of them mistaking us for potential intruders considering the previous approach of the drakes that many of the guards had played witness to, it wasn’t exactly a terrible idea. 
 
    Touching down in the plaza, we were almost immediately flanked on all sides by the welcoming presence of the harpies. Battle-worn and covered in small marks of war, the girls all looked at me with admiration, but we couldn’t stop. The three of us hurried to the palace, rushing up steps and along corridors until we reached the passage that led to Queen Athina’s chambers. 
 
    Flames lit the passage, leading to the door still guarded by two harpies, who stood aside the moment they saw us. Evelina rushed ahead with Ariadne in tow, but I found myself slowing, 
 
    ‘Evelina…’ I called out, panting for breath. 
 
    ‘We don’t have time to talk, Kit, we’ve wasted enough already.’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s…’ 
 
    ‘Look,’ she said, turning to look at me from Ariadne’s side, ‘I know we’ve been through a lot, but time is of the essence and we’re back in the citadel. We may be friends, and we may have spoken frankly with each other out there, but… Here, I am your princess. And I am ordering you to come with me, and to save Queen Athina.’ 
 
    I looked between her and Ariadne, both of them looking at me with the most serious expressions that they had ever set upon me. Even if they had had their disagreements during our journey, in the face of saving their queen everything else was set aside. They had reconciled, and they were captured by an idea. 
 
    ‘Fine.’ 
 
    I said it simply, quietly, and headed onward, following them into the room. 
 
    Inside, Queen Athina remained bedridden. She was beneath the covers now, looking frailer than ever, her condition having deteriorated rapidly over the past few days since we had left. Her face was washed out, pale and sickly, and she looked as if she had lost twenty pounds. 
 
    Even so, she was lucid, and upon laying her eyes upon us she ushered away the cleric at her side, ordering her from the room. 
 
    Once the door was closed and the four of us were alone, Evelina dashed to her bedside. 
 
    ‘We have retrieved it, my queen,’ she said, kneeling upon the ground and taking one of the queen’s hands in her own. ‘You will be saved.’ 
 
    Queen Athina smiled, looking past her heir to me. All I could do was stare back at her, unable to move from where I stood. 
 
    ‘Kit?’ Evelina said, looking over at me frantically. ‘Come on! It’s time.’ 
 
    ‘The time…’ Queen Athina said quietly, her voice croaky, ‘is almost upon us.’ 
 
    ‘Almost?’ Evelina repeated. ‘The time is now. You are becoming frailer by the hour.’ 
 
    ‘That is indeed the case. And someone has come along to cure this plague that has tainted our lands for too long.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand…’ 
 
    Evelina and Ariadne both looked at me as Queen Athina patted her heir’s hand. 
 
    ‘Do not blame the boy,’ she continued. ‘He was none the wiser of the nature of your mission. But after retrieving the Core I imagine he is now.’ 
 
    ‘What is she talking about?’ Ariadne said with a whimper, looking over at me. 
 
    'I am talking, Guardsman Ariadne, about the Harpy Core that Kit is now in control of. I… I am sorry for lying to you, Evelina. It was never my intention to betray you as my heir, but it was the only way for this kingdom to not only survive, but push back. If we continued the way that we were going, we would have been driven into the sea and slaughtered before the end of the next harvest. 
 
    ‘The truth is… There is no way to save me. There never was. But there is a way to save the kingdom of the harpies, and it is latched to the soul of the young man standing in this room.’ 
 
    The girls both looked over at me. 
 
    ‘When I was down in the chamber, I saw something… The same thing that I saw when I picked up the first core back in my world. It was one of the Ancients.’ I looked over at Queen Athina. ‘He told me that the Core can’t save a life. That there are no Cores that can do that.’ 
 
    ‘It is true…’ She replied. ‘Such powers are beyond even that of the Ancients. Bringing back the dead is beyond anyone.’ 
 
    ‘So what does this thing do, your highness?’ I asked desperately. ‘What’s so amazing about this Core that it meant sending us on what could have very nearly been a suicide mission to retrieve?’ 
 
    A contented smile, one so genuine that for a moment it seemed to alleviate the ailment that blighted the queen, rose against her cheeks. 
 
    ‘I knew who you were from the moment you appeared in our lands. The jump from the cliff, the scouting mission, what you have achieved in acquiring the Core… It’s one thing to possess the temperament to be able to use the Cores, but it is another entirely to possess the bravery and fortitude that you do, young man.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I’d call it bravery, your highness… Just a desire to do the right thing.’ 
 
    ‘And a willingness to act in spite of the odds that are stacked against you,’ she continued. ‘That is what makes you a harpy. Not the wings on your back, but the strength of inside of you… The one that has been with you since birth.’ She pointed a finger at her chest, where her heart resided. ‘The Core that you have taken on may not cure me, but it will allow you to cure these lands. From my window I saw a blue light shining through the dark, which would suggest to me that it has already manifested within you. 
 
    ‘The Saviour’s Blessing is a weapon. It is unique only to you – it can be summoned whenever you should so desire to call upon it, extending from your very form and receding into your spirit whenever you wish to call it back.’ 
 
    They all looked over at me as I raised my hand, staring at my palm. Stepping back from the girls, I thought back to the cave where I had met Ruaos, to the overwhelming energy that had filled me, to the light that had burst from my palm against the drakes, and imagined the handle of this illusory weapon in my grasp. 
 
    A blue light flashed over my eyelids, a gasp escaped the girls, and opening my eyes to look at my hand, I saw it. 
 
    The Savour’s Blessing took the form of a large gladius sword, the kind that I had seen Spartan warriors wielding in every movie and documentary about them, only this one glowed a luminescent, radiating blue that lit up the quiet dimness of the room. 
 
    It was so light in my grasp that as I raised it to examined the blade, I half-expected it to be exactly the illusion that I had at first anticipated. Only after I raised my other hand to its flat edge and ran a finger along the cold, steely exterior it possessed did I comprehend its appearance. Swinging it in a quick manoeuvre that Ariadne had taught me back in my cell, I felt the perfect balance of the gladius, the effortless motions in which it moved at my command. 
 
    ‘The Warrior’s Rage may destroy any of the weaponry that we have put in your hands, but this one cannot be destroyed or removed from your grasp. Through it, you can truly channel the energy that you possess. It is yours and yours alone. It is you. And it will help us stave off the drakes.’ 
 
    I admired the sword for another moment longer, looking it up and down once more before it drew back into my hand. 
 
    The motion felt deliberate and sure. But even so- 
 
    ‘It’s not exactly safe, is it?’ I said. ‘What if I accidentally unleash it when I’m close to an ally? I really don’t feel like stabbing any of you any time soon.’ 
 
    ‘It belongs to your deeper self. The sword will only appear in battle. It is you, and it will never betray you.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so,’ I nodded. 
 
    Evelina nodded back at me, a weak smile appearing on her lips, before she returned to Queen Athina. 
 
    ‘But what happens now, my queen?’ She asked. ‘This is the end?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing can bring me back from this brink I am facing, my dear. I am growing closer and closer to death as the hours pass, and once I have passed from this world and into the next, someone will need to take the mantle from me.’ 
 
    ‘I…’ Evelina started, shaking her head, her eyes welling up with tears. ‘I can’t do this…’ 
 
    ‘I know…’ Queen Athina responded without hesitation, patting her on the hand. ‘But you can help the one who can.’ 
 
    Evelina looked back up at Queen Athina, who smiled and nodded at her warmly before extending the nod over her shoulder – directly at me. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah…’ I said, holding up my hands. ‘You… You can’t be serious. I don’t know the first thing about this place. I only arrived here a few days ago. You and all of the other harpies haven’t just been living in this world for centuries, but you’ve lived through battles and wars that I can’t even imagine. How am I supposed to lead?’ 
 
    ‘Because you possess all of the qualities of a leader that I have already mentioned. Skill, perseverance, improvisation, a willingness to hold your nerve…’ The queen coughed violently, pressing a handkerchief against her mouth that quickly stained with the redness of blood before she regained herself. ‘Do not make me flatter you anymore, Kit. My son would have made a great successor to this kingdom, but he is long gone, and that is a fact I must deal with. His loss was one of the saddest that I have ever felt in my life, but if we dwell upon the tragedies of the past then we will all be destined for tragedy in our futures. This cannot be allowed to happen. We must move forward, Kit. Your knowledge of these lands may be limited but that is what your advisors are for.’ 
 
    ‘… My advisors?’ 
 
    ‘An heiress who already knows the ins and outs of this kingdom,’ she said, nodding to Evelina, ‘and a great warrior to lead the harpies into battle.’ In turn, she nodded at Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Me?’ Ariadne stuttered. ‘… You want me to be an advisor?’ 
 
    ‘Once I am gone, and it will be soon, our enemies will descend upon these lands. We need to respond with force.’ 
 
    ‘They’re already planning it,’ Ariadne said. ‘We overheard the drakes’ plans from the mouth of the leader himself. They will attack at sunrise. The exhibition of Kit’s power may have warded them off for now, but I doubt that they will deviate from their plan.’ 
 
    ‘Then there is no time to spare. Kit, Ariadne, take your leave. Get your rest before tomorrow. The enemy may have us outnumbered, but we possess a force that just might be able to meet them face to face. And if not…’ The queen looked between us all, smiling at what she saw. ‘At least we will die with our wings outstretched and our spears pointed to the sky.’ 
 
    With those final words Ariadne and I bid the queen goodbye and departed the chamber, heading through the palace corridors together before arriving at the entrance to the bath chamber. 
 
    ‘I think this is still me,’ I said, gulping. ‘They never did set me up in a room.’ 
 
    ‘There are worse places to be staying than the royal bath chambers,’ Ariadne said, smiling back at me before the edges of her mouth slowly fell. ‘I can’t believe after all that… She knew all along that she was never going to make it. But she knew that you would.’ 
 
    ‘Either that or I’m the luckiest man alive.’ 
 
    ‘Luckiest, stupidest… Sometimes they line up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the dying queen just asked this stupid guy to take over as the leader of the harpies… What am I supposed to even think about that?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing. You deal with it and push onwards… But like she said, after tomorrow it might not even matter. There’s more than a good chance that we will be charging straight to our deaths.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been watching death happen my entire life, Ariadne. Every relative I’ve ever had has died, and every single time I’ve been left alone. Hell, the only reason I’m here is because another relative died on me that I didn’t even know I had in the first place, and now she’s gone too.’ 
 
    A moment of silence passed between us. We were still in the dead of night, and even if the day seemed an age away, it would still eventually reach us. 
 
    ‘Do you know why the harpies are the way we are?’ Ariadne said. ‘Do you know why we lie with whoever we desire? Why we don’t envy those we share our beds with?’ 
 
    ‘No… Why?’ 
 
    ‘We are warriors, all of us. And being a warrior means that the risk of death is always awaiting us just around the next corner. Always. So we cling to whoever brings us happiness, to whoever can warm our nights and bring the best of pleasures and just make us feel… Loved. Who it is does not matter. Our ways may seem strange to you, and I can understand that, but if you truly consider the harpies… We simply desire the closeness of life, so that we might stave off the promise of death for one more day.’ 
 
    Ever since I had arrived in the archipelago, not only spending the night with Ariadne but Evelina alongside her during our adventure from island to island, I hadn’t exactly been against the practices of the harpies. Their way of life had given me endless pleasures, but in a few sentences Ariadne had turned my perceptions of the entire world upside down – which turned out to be the right way of seeing things. 
 
    ‘I don’t know what to say…’ 
 
    ‘If you’re going to be king, then sometimes that’s a good thing – your advisors can help you with what to say. But before that happens, let me give you one last instruction as your trainer, and your harpy.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Stay with me tonight. If tomorrow is my last day in this world then I want to make sure that this final night is a worthy one.’ 
 
    ‘A worthy one?’ I smiled. ‘So what does that make me… A preoccupation?’ 
 
    ‘A little… And because I can see myself spending a lot more of my nights with you, if we survive, that is.’ 
 
    In the hours of the night remaining we bathed in the bath chamber, clearing away the dirt and the marks of war that were well-earned from our journey across the nearby islands, before embracing in a passionate kiss in the water that led to so much more. 
 
    I had never been religious, and after meeting Ruaos and seeing the true nature of the Ancients that acted as the lost gods of the archipelago, I was even less so, but washing away the toils of battle in the steaming water beneath the palace was like a baptism of its very own. From the waters I carried Ariadne to the bed, setting her perfect form down beneath me as her wings unfolded against the silk of the bedsheets. 
 
    The first time we had had each other back in the cell there was an insatiable desire to take each other that had overwhelmed us both in an animalistic frenzy of fucking, but even now, as a much fiercer passion overtook us both, it manifested itself not in a hot mess of sharp movements but in a slow, close desire that pulled our bodies together as we experienced each other, running our hands over the contours of each other’s forms, Ariadne’s hands over my muscular body and my own over her slender figure and perfect curves as we held each other, gazing into each other’s eyes in a seemingly endless sea of pleasure. 
 
    Even if the archipelago’s edges were unseen to me, their final islands existed somewhere in the distance; no territory was endless, and the same went for myself and Ariadne’s indulgent taking of each other’s bodies as I could hold myself back no longer, filling her up once more as I emptied myself into her. We both moaned out in stifled gasps against each other’s skin, holding each other until long after it was all over, when sleep finally took us both. 
 
    Our journey for the second Harpy Core was over, but the battle of my life hadn’t even started yet – and it was only hours away. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
    A Different Man 
 
    Just as I had awoken in the cell a few days ago without Ariadne at my side, so did that happen the next morning. Back then, which now felt like a world away, I had felt a sickness in my stomach at the thought of going into battle, but now that sickness had given way to a greater weight that rested upon my shoulders. 
 
    I remained where I was among the sheets for a moment, then pushed up slowly and sat on the edge of the bed, dropping my head and closing my eyes. I looked back up, raising my hand and staring silently at it. The Savour’s Blessing was awaiting within my soul, along with the Warrior’s Rage that I could channel through it. 
 
    Whether I could use them successfully was another matter entirely. 
 
    Looking towards the staircase that ascended into the ground floor of the palace’s rooms, I saw the flickers of light streaming down, cutting into the sanctity of my hideaway. 
 
    The battle was awaiting. Dawn had come knocking. 
 
    Pulling on my undergarments and fitting my armour into place, I threw my shield over my back and mentally prepared myself. 
 
    Suddenly I remembered the wine that had been stowed away beneath the bed – rounding it and retrieving the bottle, I took a few long swigs of the heavy, decadent juice before capping it throwing the half-full bottle down on the bed. 
 
    If I made it back alive I would finish it off. 
 
    With nothing else to dwell on or distract me, I rounded the pool and exited the bath chamber, a moving silhouette against the palace walls in the early morning light. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect upon exiting the palace – a hubbub of movement as the harpies prepared, the battle to have already commenced, maybe even a drake onslaught in the event that they had mounted a surprise attack. 
 
    But it was none of those things. 
 
    The sprawling citadel was entirely silent. It was a sunny day like all the others that I had experienced since my arrival, but there wasn’t a shred of life to speak of beyond the light breeze that swept through the streets and stone alleys, rustling the leaves of the trees in the plaza’s centre. 
 
    Then, startled by a shadow that travelled sharply across the plaza’s brickwork, I looked up to see a lone harpy soaring towards the nearby walled edge of the citadel. 
 
    I set off at a jog, hurrying along the streets and paths until finally the wall came into sight, and so did the entire population of Aries Island. 
 
    The harpies were lining the wall, looking out with their spears in hand towards the ocean, where Caros, around which we had sailed two nights ago, resided. 
 
    I jogged further to the steps and headed up, seeing Ariadne and Evelina side by side among the harpies. Upon reaching them I almost went to ask what was going on, but the view onto Caros was more than enough of an answer. 
 
    Hundreds of drakes were stationed across the shores of Caros, some flying, some standing upon the sand, but all facing us from four or five hundred yards away. From here they looked like nothing but ants, an insignificant force that could never reach us, but in this world I was the only one that felt like an insignificant force. With no wings to speak of I was at a serious disadvantage, especially considering Queen Athina’s desire for me to be the harpies’ hidden weapon. 
 
    ‘How is she?’ I asked Evelina, dispensing with the pleasantries. We spoke without facing other, our eyes glued to the battle lines ahead where the drakes outnumbered us two-to-one. 
 
    ‘Clinging on,’ Evelina said quietly, stoically. ‘A few more hours, perhaps… The cleric is staying with her.’ 
 
    ‘You should be with her.’ 
 
    ‘No. This is where I am needed. This is where she would want me… If she could still speak.’ 
 
    I exhaled deeply. 
 
    ‘So what happens now?’ 
 
    ‘Somebody makes the first move,’ Ariadne said flatly. ‘Who it is, well, that’s another matter… Wait… Do you see that?’ 
 
    She pointed out towards the area of ocean that separated Aries from Caros. A patch of sand had begun to emerge as the tide fell away, revealing a small, temporary island no more than thirty yards long and ten wide. 
 
    And beyond it, upon the shores of the opposing island, the drakes separated to make way for a small party of three, two flanking a sole drake that stood at their helm, a drake with familiar wings, so large and wide that we could see them even from this distance. 
 
    ‘It’s him,’ I said simply. The girls both nodded, and a moment later the three drakes leaped from the shore and soared through the air towards the sand island that had appeared at a leisurely pace, deftly landing upon it and waiting at their respective end. 
 
    ‘They wish to parlay with us,’ Evelina said. 
 
    ‘They want to talk?’ I replied. ‘After what we heard about an attack? What if this is an ambush?’ 
 
    ‘Morals between factions in the archipelago don’t exactly mean a whole lot these days,’ Ariadne said, ‘but one notion that everyone tends to agree on is that wilful negotiations aren’t a time for backstabbing… But we’ve been wrong before. Tends being the key word, there.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ Evelina said, looking over at me. 
 
    I exhaled deeply again, analysing the situation. 
 
    ‘Even if they choose to betray this agreement that Ariadne mentioned, they’ll have two hundred harpies chasing them down. We may be outnumbered but it’s still a force to be reckoned with. I say we go down there and see what they have to say.’ 
 
    ‘We’re with you,’ Evelina said. 
 
    ‘You’re with me?’ I repeated. ‘Wait, am I the one making the decisions here?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ 
 
    If it already felt like a weight was resting on my shoulders, now it felt like the entire island was atop me. 
 
    ‘Okay… But even if I did scare off the drakes using my powers last night, I really don’t think I’m gonna look all that intimidating when you consider that I still don’t have wings… And it’s not exactly like I can grow them in the next few minutes, is it?’ 
 
    ‘Channel the Warrior’s Rage correctly and you’ll be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Easier said than done.’ 
 
    From the wall we took off together, Ariadne wrapping her arms around me and flying us alongside Evelina to the patch of sand that had been revealed by the receding tide, where our enemy awaited. 
 
    Touching down lightly and looking between the girls, we changed positions and formed a small rank with Evelina taking the lead and I and Ariadne following closely behind. 
 
    I expected to hear the hysterical sounds of laughter from our enemies at the sight of me being carried. It was a common way to break the spirit of a rival – make them feel literally laughable in the face of adversary. 
 
    But not a single sound emanated from the two drakes and their leader as they stared back at us from the other end of the island, the master’s face still shrouded by the cloak and hood that he donned. Even with his stooping posture, he still stood tall above his minions. 
 
    The moment we began the walk towards them, they began theirs. It may have only been a short distance on a shit-splat piece of land in the middle of much more abundant islands, but that walk felt like it lasted an eternity, each step dragging out impossibly until both our party and theirs halted just five yards from each other. 
 
    ‘I am Princess Evelina,’ she said from my right, holding onto the title for the time being. ‘I represent the harpies of Aries Island. The actions of the drakes suggest preparations for an attack. I must ask the meaning of this.’ 
 
    Even in the face of war, the formalities were retained… For a little while, at least. 
 
    ‘Suggest preparations,’ the master repeated from behind his hood. ‘Suggest preparations… Well, you would be correct.’ 
 
    ‘May I ask why?’ 
 
    ‘Because we intend to lay waste to your people once and for all. This war has been going on for too long.’ 
 
    Evelina scoffed. ‘That’s your answer? What kind of response do you expect me to provide to that?’ 
 
    ‘It is not necessarily an order,’ the master said. ‘Rather a choice. Choose to fight, and you choose to die. That said, you may be afforded some nobility in dying for your cause. Or, you can lay down your weapons and submit to the drakes. My men are in such desire of the companionship of women, and the harpies will do finely in continuing our lines so that our inevitable reign over the archipelago may last a thousand years.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no fucking way that’s happening.’ I blurted it out in a kneejerk reaction, unable to contain myself. 
 
    The master’s head turned to look over at me like an animatronic robot on a swivelling stick. 
 
    ‘Ahh, yes. The pilgrim without wings, come to speak for the people who are not his own.’ 
 
    ‘This pilgrim without wings still blinded your ass,’ I said defiantly. ‘What would you say that looked like, Ariadne?’ I turned to her sarcastically – she looked over at me with a raised eyebrow, a smile rising at the edges of her mouth when she realised what I was doing. 
 
    ‘I’d say it looked like a bunch of idiots falling out of the sky.’ 
 
    ‘A bunch of idiots,’ I repeated. ‘You know, I think I’m inclined to agree.’ 
 
    We smiled stupidly back at the master and his drakes… Only to find him smiling back at us. 
 
    ‘I assume you find it amusing to mock me. Such behaviour is customary in the face of certain death.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t say certain,’ I replied, determined to hold me nerve. 
 
    ‘I have faced the promise of certain death once before,’ the master replied. ‘It is a sobering experience to endure, and if you manage to come out the other side alive like myself, you don’t change… The entire world changes before your eyes, just as it did to me. Tell me, Evelina-’ He turned to look at her once again, ‘-How is mother?’ 
 
    The smiles on our faces fell away, but a large, sardonic one adorned the master’s face. 
 
    ‘Ath…’ Evelina started. ‘Queen Athina isn’t my mother.’ 
 
    ‘But you’re the heiress, are you not?’ 
 
    ‘Yes…’ 
 
    ‘Mm… That should have been me, you know? Perhaps if that had been the course that took place then the harpies would have taken a very different direction, and I would never have seen the truth.’ 
 
    The master lifted his hands to the edges of his hood and pulled it down, revealing a man who appeared to be in his early thirties. His hair was dark and matted, scattered with unhidden bald patches where innumerable scars had cut through his skin, and likely through his mind. A huge, healed cut ran down the left side of his face and through one of his eyes which had turned green in the wake of the attack upon his face, failing to stop until it reached the base of his neck. His skin was pale and washed out, unlike the tone of the harpies, or even the drakes. 
 
    Pulling my gaze away from him, I looked over at Evelina and Ariadne. They were both staring back at our foe, struggling to keep their mouths from falling open as they gaped back at him, wide-eyed. 
 
    ‘Aurelius?’ 
 
    Somewhere within me I had known who this man was ever since he had removed his hood, but it took Evelina’s voice speaking his name for my mind to finally comprehend it. 
 
    ‘I don’t understand…’ Ariadne said, our mocking act having gone completely out the window. ‘You died. We found part of your wing. And your hand…’ 
 
    ‘This hand?’ 
 
    Aurelius pulled back one of his sleeves to reveal not a hand, but a steel, mechanical device. Its end comprised of a large slot flanked on either side by a pair of large metallic pincers, while the frame that it led down to seemed almost grafted onto the stub that remained of his forearm, which was scattered with purple and blackened veins. 
 
    ‘Not exactly pleasant to look at, is it?’ He continued, raising his arm and admiring it. ‘After that battle I was alone, left dying and abandoned. The drakes found me and took me in, nursing me back to health, their leaders knowing full well who I was. Their cleric used a serum of experimental concoctions to return my wing to form, and my hand… Well, such a thing could not be returned, but what use is a hand without a weapon to hold? Now…’ Aurelius reached to the scabbard at his side with the mechanism latched onto his forearm. The handle locked in to the slot instantly, and Aurelius drew the blade effortlessly before him, holding it right before us. ‘Now I am the weapon. After my healing at the hands of the drakes, I became a welcome part of their community, and their way of life became clear. 
 
    ‘All my life, my stupid mother and father and the rest of the idiotic harpies that they led pushed this hapless, weak way of life. Rule and provide. Welcome and coordinate. Build a society and a sense of harmony amongst the peoples of the archipelago and so-fucking-on. What a gigantic heap of shit. Well, I have known weakness, and I have known abandonment at the hands of the people I used to call my family. The drakes are the only ones who have any right to rule these lands, and the only way to do it is by force, with myself at the helm.’ 
 
    ‘Your people didn’t abandon you, Aurelius,’ Evelina said slowly, earnestly. ‘They searched for you for weeks, even after your remains were found.’ 
 
    ‘You LIE!’ 
 
    Aurelius roared the words out and leaped forwards with his sword in hand. I barely had time to unleash the gladius from my own hand, stepping before Evelina and smashing my blade against my enemy’s. Blue sparks burst from the point of connection, scattering to the ground, as our eyes met from behind our blades. 
 
    We glared each other down like animals, maintaining equal force for a moment as Evelina, Ariadne and Aurelius’s guards all moved quickly into battle stances. 
 
    Aurelius suddenly smiled, pushing his blade against mine and taking a few steps back as I did the same. 
 
    ‘So it is you,’ he panted. ‘You were the one responsible for that attack last night. The pilgrim in command of the Harpy Core.’ 
 
    ‘That’s right,’ I said, my heart pounding hard. ‘You wanna know where I found it?’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    ‘Tough shit, because I’m not telling you a fucking thing.’ 
 
    Aurelius growled in anger before sniggering lightly. 
 
    ‘It is no matter. You may have weapons that are beyond my understanding, but so do I, particularly ones to confront a land-dweller. Make no mistake, pilgrim – the Cores are mine. You may have proved your mettle thus far, but that ends now.’ 
 
    Aurelius backed away slowly, another self-satisfied grin passing across his face before he turned, taking off with his guards into the sky. 
 
    ‘We could always spear him in the back right now,’ I suggested quietly, backing up to stand by the girls as the three of us watched them depart. 
 
    ‘Even if this world would be much better off without him…’ Ariadne said, ‘That is not the way of war.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s the way of war to try and attack somebody during negotiations like he just did?’ 
 
    ‘He wasn’t trying to attack me,’ Evelina said. ‘He wanted to see how you would react. He wanted to know that it was you who possesses the Saviour’s Blessing. And now he knows. But thank you for throwing yourself in front of me.’ 
 
    ‘No problem, your highness.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to call me that anymore. You know that.’ 
 
    ‘Not yet,’ I corrected. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe that he’s alive,’ Ariadne exclaimed breathlessly. ‘All this time… Do we tell her?’ 
 
    ‘Tell who?’ 
 
    ‘Queen Athina, of course.’ 
 
    We all fell silent for a moment. 
 
    ‘No,’ Evelina eventually said, in a short sharp sound. ‘In the next few hours we will either rise or fall. I fear it is the latter, but Queen Athina is the strongest of us all, and will be able to withstand such an event. But I fear a revelation as severe as this would be too much, even for her.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no sense in it,’ I said. ‘Let her die with a good memory of her son. Not… This.’ 
 
    The tide had rolled out further around the sand island, creating a much larger space than before. 
 
    ‘Do you feel that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ Evelina said, ‘Is that an earthquake?’ 
 
    The tiny rumblings coming from beneath our feet were undeniable. The harpies behind us thus far had been stoic and silent in their positions awaiting battle, but now, as I looked back to check, they were all checking their footing and turning to each other in confusion 
 
    If it was an earthquake then having wings would be one hell of a way to escape it. 
 
    But on the shores of Caros, the drakes stood steady, still facing us aggressively, unyielding. Then, those directly opposite began to part, separating to make way for the arrival of something. 
 
    Even across the hundreds of yards of ocean that rested between us, I could see a line of trees within the island not only rustling but coming down completely in a tipping trail towards the beach. The rumbling grew louder and stronger, and even over the huge heights of the palms I swore that I could see the entity, whatever it was, approaching. 
 
    Smashing through the trees where the forest gave onto the beach, a gigantic creature erupted onto the shores and screeched to a halt, kicking sand up in waves to challenge those that the ocean could offer. Even before I registered its appearance, the sheer size of the monster sent a pang of terror through me. It was unlike anything I had ever seen before. The horns perched upon its head were the shapes that I had seen peaking out from atop the greenery of the woods, rolling back across its large, goat-like head in huge, black ripples. It raised its head towards the sky, letting out a terrible screech, before turning to the side to reveal another head. 
 
    This was that of a lion, fur and mane turned a dirty bronze as opposed to the golden brown in every picture I had ever seen. Jagged teeth gnashed angrily as the two heads acted autonomously, yearning into the air away from each other along separate necks, although the point at which these necks met transformed this autonomy into a knowing, collaborative body that seemed to belong physically more to the lion. 
 
    If all of that wasn’t bad enough, its tail took the form of a gigantic, grey python that thrashed against the air, baring a pair of razor-sharp teeth. It hissed madly from the back, fighting for a piece of the enemy that the chimera’s form was forced to share. 
 
    It stood at least six yards tall and ten in length, a rabid, ravenous thing that could have only come from this world. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is that?’ I said, unable to hide the shake in my voice as I lowered my telescope. 
 
    ‘That’s… That’s a chimera,’ Ariadne said. ‘The creature from Zakthos... It’s real…’ 
 
    ‘That story you told me? The one that was supposed to scare me? It’s fucking real?’ 
 
    ‘It would appear…’ Evelina said slowly. ‘Creature’s such as this do not casually wander in the wilds… They must have captured it.’ 
 
    ‘Well at least it doesn’t fly.’ 
 
    The girls pulled their trademark expectant expression in my direction as I looked left and right between them. 
 
    ‘What? Oh… Oh, no, you’ve gotta be fucking kidding me…’ 
 
    ‘We’ll lead the fight against the drakes,’ Evelina said. ‘This chimera’s wings seem to have been clipped, so it’s staying on the ground. Our weapons are useless against it’s tough hide – only you can take it down.’ 
 
    They both rose into the air either side of me, hovering as the three of us looked towards Caros. 
 
    Save for the beating of their wings against the air, all went silent. Then, suddenly, the chimera’s heads both raised towards the sky and let out a terrible, howling roar. 
 
    The chimera set off at a run, smashing through the shallow water between the islands. 
 
    The drakes charged in our direction behind the chimera. The battle had begun. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
    Chimera 
 
    The sand island had continued to grow larger, now measuring sixty yards in diameter in all directions as the sea lapped at the edges. 
 
    Straight ahead was an image of hell breaking loose and spilling into this beautiful world; the drakes were hurtling towards me, framing the chimera as it stampeded through the shallow waters in my direction. For a second I felt like a one-man army, the single warrior left to defend the kingdom, until the war cries of the harpies from behind me grew louder and louder. 
 
    I chanced a look over my shoulder to see them in their hundreds, all racing forwards through the air with a collective war cry exploding from them as Ariadne and Evelina ascended sharply to join them. I wanted to smile at the almighty power that was on my heels and at my back, but gritted teeth and a look of determination masking a hellish mix of adrenaline and terror were the only things that I could muster. 
 
    Those, and the gladius. The handle appeared in my palm, the only place it could ever be, and from it the blade materialised. I made a move for my shield but another look at the chimera told me that it would be pointless. 
 
    I pulled it from my back and threw it into the sand. 
 
    The roaring of the harpies and the drakes grew louder. Arrows and spears started to fly in both directions overhead – I was an ant avoiding raindrops while a predator raced to eat me. 
 
    Just as the first harpies and drakes clashed in a mess of wings, sparring and scrambling through the air in a haze of shouts and screams from both sides, the chimera stampeded onto the sand. 
 
    With no water to slow it down, the speed of the beast accelerated rapidly. I had seconds. 
 
    Only now that the thing was upon me did I realise just how gigantic it was. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    The jaws of both heads had been gnashing wildly in different directions, but now both focused all their attention on me. They lowered, their jagged maws stretching open as they readied to fight over my soon-to-be corpse. 
 
    I readied for a decent swing, hoping I would be able to do some damage and avoid getting thrown around like a ragdoll, but there was no way. 
 
    At the last second I dodged to the side, diving to the right and crashing into the sand. I felt the hot breath of the head of the lion rushing over one side of my face as I landed in the sand. 
 
    The chimera slowed and turned, kicking up sand in waves with its huge claws. It moved to the edge of the island and moved in a wide arc, galloping around towards me again. 
 
    There was no way that I was going to get this thing with a calculated shot. Fury was the one thing I had on my side – the Warrior’s Rage and the Saviour’s Blessing had to be used to together. 
 
    And if I was going to get anything done, I had to get rid of that god-damned snake. 
 
    Our journey hadn’t been for nothing. Using the powers of both Cores was the only way that I was going to have a shot at taking the creature down. 
 
    ‘Get angry,’ I said to myself frantically. ‘Come on!’ 
 
    A moment later I was back on my feet, and the creature was closing in on me again. 
 
    But no rage filled my body or my mind. 
 
    Any time when I didn’t want it to happen it came exploding out of me, and whenever I actually wanted it to work it decided to bail on me. 
 
    The Warrior’s Rage wasn’t working, but I could still time it. 
 
    I dodged right and threw myself onto the ground between the chimera’s legs. The sheer strength of one of its legs swiping past my shoulder sent a brutal pain twanging through my arm – but my sword-hand was still working. 
 
    As the chimera hurtled over me, I saw it – the snake. It may have been a formidable enemy, but every part of the chimera’s form was uncalculated and feral. See and attack. 
 
    Fortunately the snake hadn’t seen me, but I could see it. 
 
    This was my only chance. 
 
    Just as the chimera’s back legs passed over me I swung the gladius, a war cry escaping my lungs and the shockwave bursting up my arm. The blade sliced clean through the snake’s huge body, cleaving it completely from the beast. 
 
    The chimera gave an almighty howl to match my own shout of effort as it staggered to the other side of the sand island, flailing about wildly almost as much as the severed snake. Blood poured from both as I pushed up to my feet and readied myself once again, feeling twinges of pain continue to burst up my shoulder. 
 
    Just a few yards away, a flurry of six or seven arrows came slamming into the sand. I moved away rapidly, and a moment later there was a screech of pain before the bodies of two drakes and a harpy smacked onto the water’s edge. 
 
    I looked up sharply to see the battle raging chaotically, hundreds of harpies and drakes engaged in a brutal skirmish for dominance over the skies. 
 
    We were outnumbered… And the chimera was still on its feet. 
 
    I hoped that I had broken the creature’s spirit, but as it regained itself from the loss of the snake, its heads both turned to me with livid, feral expressions. It was angry, and it only had one thing on its mind – or so I thought. 
 
    Another body dropped into the water ten yards from the island, while the body of a harpy with a spear through her chest crunched down on the space between us. 
 
    Despair washed over me at the sight of the corpse – I wondered if Ariadne and Evelina were safe, wherever they were in the battle – but that was quickly sidelined by the chimera’s shifting attention. Its four eyes looked down at the body before tilting up to look at the sky. 
 
    And just like that I was no longer the focus of its murderous affections – the harpies were. 
 
    I reconciled quickly with the fact that it had no way to get up there, but steadily, from its back, a pair of tattered but hugely impressive wings unfolded and stretched out. They had been held so tightly against its body that I and the girls had completely failed to notice them. 
 
    The fact they were caked in dirt and missing patches of feathers explained why it had preferred to stay on land rather than take to the skies. The prospect of tearing the harpies out of the sky had now overridden that notion. Maybe it hadn’t used its wings in a long time, but it was still going to try. 
 
    Which meant there was no way I would be able to keep up. 
 
    ‘Fuck.’ 
 
    The chimera sprinted towards me, it’s wings beginning to strike hard against the air. Already it was bobbing its head in anticipation of rising into the air. 
 
    The moment it was in the sky it would start taking down the harpies like flies. My brutal strength was the only thing capable of harming it. Their spears would be useless. If I stayed on the ground we were all done for. 
 
    If you can’t beat ‘em, join ‘em. 
 
    I swore at myself and ran at the beast just as it lifted off from the ground, recalling the gladius into my body and jumping upwards hard. 
 
    The strength I had taken on ever since acquiring the first Harpy Core wasn’t just for swinging weapons; my legs could be pushed past any limits I once had. 
 
    I leaped into the air higher than I ever had done, but even that was hardly enough. Yearning out desperately with my hands, I clasped at one of the chimera’s feet and clung on hard 
 
    The chimera hardly noticed my weight as we ascended higher into the air – ten feet, twenty feet, thirty-five, and before I knew it we were closing in on the battle. 
 
    I laughed nervously, my heart pounding faster than ever as I realised just how truly fucked I was, but there was no way in hell that I was giving up yet. 
 
    With no snake to attack me I was free to attack. From my position, a long, dragging swipe into its side would send its guts spilling out and bring it down for good. 
 
    My gladius appeared again, I readied the shot – and paused. 
 
    And that was when I realised how fucking stupid I was. 
 
    Even if the harpies were fierce fighters till the end, we were on track for a brutal defeat. There were too many drakes, and with me on the ground I would likely be the last one standing, watching the empire fall. 
 
    And that was assuming that I didn’t die from hitting the water at this height, or from the body of the beast landing on top of me. 
 
    I’ve got to use this creature against them. 
 
    Withdrawing the weapon again, I clambered up the chimera’s leg and up the side of its body. Blasts of air struck me hard as its wings beat hard against the encroaching sky. Every push forward and up its back felt like I was prompting death to kick me off and into the water, but somehow I made it to sit atop the point behind its head. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ I said. ‘How do I do this?’ 
 
    I sank my hands into the rough feathers of the creatures back. We were seconds from exploding into a group of harpies and drakes, but there was no way I was going to risk taking down any of my own. 
 
    I yanked hard on the feathers in my right hand, and the chimera’s goat-head screeched out madly. It tried to bite at me, but there was no way that it was going to contort itself enough to reach me. Instead it veered sharply in the same direction, veering ninety degrees through the air. We had levelled out in terms of height, and now we were both a part of the battle. 
 
    For the first time I was truly flying, truly in control of the path I was headed in. 
 
    Sharply I got the hang of the beast, holding on tight and ducking my head down. We raced closer to Aries, veering around the edge of the battle until I reached a trio of harpies surrounded by a dozen drakes. 
 
    I grabbed the chimera’s rough feathers tightly and pulled on them hard. The beast screeched out and flew ahead at an unbelievable speed. My hair whipped back behind my face, giving a perfect view of my enemies. 
 
    They didn’t stand a chance. 
 
    The chimera smashed into five of the drakes. The force was so hard that their yelps were only momentary; they were dead before they hit the water, the surge of the strike sending a spray of blood from one as his body split open in mid-air. 
 
    Blood sprayed my face as I commanded the chimera on, turning it in a huge arc before returning to the battlefield. I must have looked like an escapee from an asylum; splotched with blood and dirt, my hair wild, and a huge smile of adrenaline-fuelled disbelief stamped across my face. 
 
    I spotted another group of harpies and drakes, both charging towards each other. I took the chimera upwards then descended from above. They failed to notice the shadow of the terrifying creature until the last second. 
 
    Two jolted away, but the chimera’s duo of heads each took a drake in their mouths, while a third was smashed out of the sky by its right wing. 
 
    ‘BRING IT DOWN!’ 
 
    From somewhere close by I heard Aurelius’s unmistakable growl of a voice. They were onto me – not that that was a surprise. After all, I was flying on the back of a gigantic monster, taking out his men in droves. 
 
    Arrows began to fly in my direction, tearing through the air at random intervals, and just like that I was being chased down by half of the battalion. 
 
    I held on tight to the chimera as it raced on. With the number that the harpies were dealing with dropping, they began to take the battle back – but I was still dealing with the countless number that were at my heels. 
 
    I dared to look back, seeing nigh on a hundred of the dark-winged assailants pursuing me – and at their front was none other than Aurelius. 
 
    The fury in his eyes was undeniable. I had taken the beast that was supposed to help him win this war once and for all and made it my own in the most half-assed way possible. 
 
    That very same fury began to rise in my own body. They wouldn’t stop chasing me until I was dead, and I couldn’t outrun them forever. They were keeping up with me, some even gaining. 
 
    An idea suddenly took a hold of me. It was a cocktail of the anger that had surged up within me and the adrenaline of the battle. Roughly translated, it was the stupidest idea that I had ever come up with in my entire life. 
 
    I ascended sharply, using the chimera’s speed to rise in altitude over the battlefield. The drakes continued to pursue me, and for some fucked up reason I wanted them to. 
 
    The air thinned as I rose hundreds of feet through the air, arrows whipping past, some even striking the chimera until it could go no higher. 
 
    Like a plane, it stalled in mid-air before sharply turning back and dropping out of the sky. I held on tight as we turned around, descending at an almost vertical angle back towards the battlefield, straight towards the drakes that had been pursuing me relentlessly. 
 
    This would kill me. I had little doubt about that. But if it meant saving the harpies from the wrath of the drakes, I would take that chance any day of the week. 
 
    My rage peaked, and I raised my hand, producing the gladius. 
 
    Armed with the Saviour’s Blessing, the Warrior’s Rage exploded from my lungs. My vision red and my sword glowing blue, I yelled into the sky madly. 
 
    Arrows and spears continued to fly my way as the drakes continued to batter me with a volley of attacks, but we weren’t stopping. An arrow struck me in the shoulder, almost sending my falling from the beast’s back. 
 
    There was no way I was going down. 
 
    The last thing I saw was the terrified faces of the drakes as they realised that there was no way of stopping me. 
 
    The chimera smashed into them at a hellish speed. I swung my sword hard with no technique or grace. It was pure fury that coursed through me as I swept the blade back and forth, cutting through drakes as the chimera pushed us onwards, slicing through my enemies like they were nothing. 
 
    My senses became a haze of yelling and blood and chaos, and as I was knocked from side to side by each impact I lost my balance and slipped from my place atop the beast’s back. 
 
    The gladius receded into my hand. I lunged out, grabbing hold of one of the chimera’s feet as it screeched out and spiralled down towards the ocean, returning to the sand island. It had lost control over itself and was heading to the ground too fast. 
 
    I jumped from the chimera just a few yards from the ground, hitting the sand hard and feeling a sharp explosion of pain through my legs as I rolled to the ground, eventually landing on my front in the hot sand. 
 
    Checking my legs quickly, I realised that I could still stand. I had strained or twisted something, but I could still move. 
 
    Sand had kicked up from the ground in dusty waves. I covered my eyes, holding my sword before me as it settled and I finally regained a view of the situation. 
 
    The chimera was dead. The impact had broken both of its necks, and now its huge husk of a body was splayed on its side, motionless. I looked overhead to see many of the drakes fleeing as the harpies started to take back the skies. A plethora of drake bodies were scattered about in the waters in the wake of my rampage. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for Aurelius. He suddenly appeared across from me on the other side of the island, much as the beast had done, holding his spear and staring me down. 
 
    For a moment he did nothing but look at the chimera’s body. Then he spat on the ground before him, looking around at the failing attempts of his drakes and shook his head. 
 
    ‘This is a fruitless endeavour, pilgrim.’ A smile rose to his lips as he scoffed lightly. ‘The days of the harpies are over.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like that to me,’ I called over to him breathlessly. ‘To me it looks like you and your guys just completely fucked. Surrender, and I might tell the harpies to go easy on you.’ 
 
    Aurelius laughed again. 
 
    ‘You think that this is the extent of the power that I have at my disposal? This is but a conservation of resources. The bare minimum necessary to bring your people to an end.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like you underestimated.’ I couldn’t help but feel a little smug. The adrenaline had gone to my head a little. 
 
    ‘I underestimated you. Without you the harpies would have fallen here and now. It is only through the sheer luck of your arrival that they live to fight another day. But from now on, you will be the focus of all my attentions. I’ll see you soon… And next time I won’t hold back.’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to respond, Aurelius turned and took off sharply. Screams of fall back! Roared through the skies from the drakes, and in response the sweetest sound came to my ears. 
 
    ‘PUSH THEM BACK!’ 
 
    Evelina’s voice was unmistakable, and as she raised her spear into the air towards the fleeing drakes, Ariadne let out a high war cry and led a group of harpies in an effort to take even more of them down. 
 
    There was no mercy – that was how it had to be. 
 
    I crossed to the chimera, examining its huge, limp body before moving to stand atop it’s back. I don’t know what motivated me to do it, but standing atop the body of this beast felt right. The battle had been won, and overhead the silhouettes of the harpies circled, victorious and living to fight another day.


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
    Passing the Mantle 
 
    After the battle had ended we retreated to the citadel, but out of no sense of defeat; there was already talk of retaking Caros. Such a task could wait, though, because even if the harpies had not only survived the battle but royally triumphed, there was only one thing on my mind – what happened next. 
 
    I had lost track of Evelina and Ariadne in the wake of the victory, and standing upon the sand island atop the chimera’s body I felt like a revolutionary, carrying the flag and pointing it to our next destination. Hundreds of harpies circled the skies, slaughtering any remaining drakes who dared to fight and warding off those who we couldn’t catch up with. My two girls were amongst them; without them I had no way to get back to the citadel. But even if that wasn’t my priority right now, the rest of the harpies had that covered. 
 
    Ever since the matter of me leading the harpies had been brought up by Queen Athina, I had been caught on one hell of a fence. Maybe I was the right guy for the job, and maybe the queen, Evelina and Ariadne thought that it was a decent idea, but how the hell would the rest of the harpies be convinced? Some stranger without wings comes into their society and a few days later he’s appointed the new king? There was no way. 
 
    Now, though, as I stood upon the chimera and the harpies descended upon me, I realised that their faith in me had been lifted to heights I never thought possible. Five arrived, bowing their heads to me, then another five, then ten after that. Together they surrounded me before lifting me up by my legs upon their shoulders and collectively flying up from the ground towards the citadel. 
 
    I felt like a heavyweight champion being carried by adoring fans and crew members. Raised by them hundreds of feet into the sky, we headed towards Aries Island as I scanned the surrounding area. The sun had risen and a new day was ahead, but as all things begin, others must pass. 
 
    Touching down in the citadel, every harpy held out a hand to me. It wasn’t in lust; there was something ceremonial to the practice, each harpy smiling and pressing a hand to my battered armour as I made my way through the streets. During my staggered walking, I felt a sharp pain in my shoulder. It was only then that I remembered the arrow that had hit me – it was still sticking out of my skin in the gap of my armour. 
 
    I reached for it, wrenching it out with a cry, and threw it to the ground. The pain was brutal, but in the still pumping adrenaline it quickly subsided. I could deal with it later. 
 
    There was a lot to do, but it could wait. I hadn’t been able to find the girls, and I thought I knew why. 
 
    Rushing up to the queen’s tower, I found the door already open. The girls were both stood by the queen’s bedside, and on the other side of the bed I could see the cleric kneeling. Fearing the worst, I rushed over to find Queen Athina smiling lightly. The girls, even Evelina, remained strong; neither shed a tear, only listening carefully to the queen’s final words. 
 
    She had moments left. I knew that they hadn’t said a word about Aurelius, but she had something to say to me. 
 
    ‘Wonderous things…’ The queen breathed, ‘I’ve heard… Wonderous things of your conduct… On the battlefield…’ 
 
    She coughed again, raising a frail hand to her mouth. It would likely have been much more violent if she had had the energy for such a motion, but that possibility was fast fleeting. 
 
    ‘I must have an answer, Kit…’ She continued. ‘It has been discussed… Will you take on the mantle as the leader of the harpies…?’ 
 
    I looked between the girls and gulped, before nodding. 
 
    ‘I’ll do it…’ I said slowly, ‘but I need Evelina and Ariadne by my side. You might think I’m some awesome warrior, your highness, but I wouldn’t have survived anything over the past few days without the help of them.’ 
 
    ‘The king needs a council, Kit… I’m sure they would consider it to be an honour… And so will the others that you ask to join in the future…’ 
 
    ‘Others…?’ 
 
    The queen smiled. ‘Two women is hardly enough for a king…’ She let out a final laugh, which quickly materialised into another frail cough. ‘This is a beautiful place to call home… But now I go to one even more beautiful… To be with my son…’ 
 
    The queen closed her eyes for the last time, her body seeming to sink deeper into the bed, before a final breath left her lips. 
 
    We stood in silence, looking down at her body. The cleric brought her fingers to the queen’s neck, checking her pulse, before nodding to us and taking the edges of the sheet that covered her and lifting it up to cover her face. 
 
    ‘I’ll give you some privacy… Your highness.’ She said the first part to the three of us, but the second to me alone as our eyes met. I watched her leave as she headed from the room and closed the heavy door behind her. 
 
    ‘Are you two all right?’ I asked the girls. 
 
    ‘It was a noble way to die,’ Ariadne said. ‘She held on much longer than any other I know of who had been stricken by such a poison.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Evelina agreed, ‘This is a time to grieve… But not a time to shed tears. She would not want such a thing.’ 
 
    At first I was taken aback by how steady the pair of them were, but once again I reminded myself of their ways. Death was commonplace and staring it down and facing it head on was the best way to deal with it. They weren’t the kind to cry. It wasn’t in their constitution or their way of life, and it wasn’t in mine either. 
 
    But Queen Athina deserved our respect and she would receive just that. 
 
    ‘She’ll see her son, y’know?’ I said, looking down at her covered body. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘I know that we met him out there on the sand island, and I know that he’s still out there now, but that person isn’t her son anymore. It seems like whatever good part of him there used to be is long dead, and this twisted, alternate version of him is the only thing left over. We’re not fighting the ex-heir to the kingdom. We’re fighting an entirely knew enemy. This is the start of a new war, and it’s one that we’re gonna win.’ 
 
    Evelina smiled over at me. 
 
    ‘See, it’s when you say stuff like that that it shows me you’re the right person for the job.’ 
 
      
 
    The funeral took place in a garden just outside of the citadel the following evening. There were no crypts or underground mausoleums hidden beneath the city. It was the harpy way, as Ariadne told me, for them to be buried where they could see the sky. 
 
    Her death had come as no surprise to the hundreds of citizens that made up the population of Aries; the queen’s absence for the last few days had been enough of a warning, and knowledge of her ill health had circulated widely amongst the harpies. All attended, some standing within the garden while others hovered overhead, the collective force coming together for the second time that day as the sun began to set over the archipelago, the land awash with deep orange. 
 
    After the ceremony was over, death became something new. Evelina announced to the harpies that it had been Queen Athina’s wish for me to take the role of king, and that she would be taking an advisory position by my side instead of taking the crown herself. 
 
    Back on Earth this would have been the political scandal of the century, and even after reminding myself of the loyalty for me that the harpies now possessed, I still looked out at them all with a quiet fear. I didn’t dare show it on my face, of course, but it was still there inside of me, no matter how deeply hidden. 
 
    But the respect they had shown me at the end of the battle was reflected now; they all knelt before me, even Evelina and Ariadne. The craziness of it was almost too much for me. There was no ceremony to be carried out; their sign of loyalty was the most official way of indicating that the mantle had now fallen to me, and that the weight of the kingdom rested on my shoulders. 
 
    I was just the figurehead of a much bigger unit, though. I needed Ariadne and Evelina at my side. From here we would take back the kingdom, one island at a time, and the harpies would rule the archipelago once again. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
    The Path Ahead 
 
    The next few days were a hive of activity in the citadel. The battle between us and the drakes may have been won, but we couldn’t simply rest and await another attack. 
 
    After my wounds had been tended to, especially the one at my shoulder, we took to figuring out our next steps. 
 
    Together with Ariadne and Evelina, we had drawn up plans to take back Caros. The drakes had been using it as an outpost since the harpies had been pushed back to Aries, but now that they were considerably weakened we had a perfect opportunity to take it back. They may have still been occupying Wildak, but tactically it made sense for them to fall back. Perhaps a few would still be left over, but nothing worth having came without a fight. We planned to lead the harpies in reclaiming it by the end of the week. 
 
    After exploring the citadel and mapping it out in my head, as well as visiting the injured harpies and ensuring that they were being taken care of, I returned to the place that I now somehow called home; the palace. 
 
    It seemed wrong to renovate Queen Athina’s quarters and to use them as my own, so we instead decided to leave them exactly as they were. The harpies may have been able to take on a new leader easily, but she had led the people through a war and kept them alive when everything seemed lost. It was the right thing to do. 
 
    The only thing that I did choose to take were the papers – the parchment and the documents on which details of the other Harpy Cores were written. She had mentioned that the information surrounding them was passed down from ruler to ruler. 
 
    Within the recesses of the palace I called a new chamber my home – it was a large area, around the size of the tower quarters that the queen had occupied, but much closer to the royal bath chambers. I had only spent a few days occupying them and calling them home, but I couldn’t imagine life now without them. There was no better way to relax after a battle. 
 
    The new chamber was situated with a large, comfortable bed, a living area and a large desk, as well as a hidden storage vault behind a huge map of the archipelago that sat opposite the bed. Ariadne and Evelina had helped me make the place a little cosier and lived-in, decorating it with various ornaments and pictures. It had been dusty and dark before after being unused for so long, and they had wondered why the new ruler, who had an entire palace, would choose a room so remote. 
 
    ‘Two reasons,’ I said. ‘It’s private, and it reminds me of the place that I used to live in.’ 
 
    I would never be able to go back to my normal life, and considering that there wasn’t a whole lot awaiting me back there it really didn’t worry me that much; this place was brighter, more exciting and held way more opportunities. But damn if I didn’t miss that apartment, and all the stupid memories I had of my grandpa and I laughing over some late night special at Christmas. 
 
    If he could see me now, he would probably tell me to stay here. He had only wanted the best for me. Being the leader of a group of harpies in an archipelago filled with monsters, enemies and hidden artefacts probably wasn’t what he had in mind, but I imagined he would approve. 
 
    My life on Earth was nothing compared to this place. 
 
    Returning to the palace, I made my way to my quarters for some much-needed rest. It would take time to get into the rhythm of carrying out all of my duties and I was still recovering from our battle with the drakes. Only now had my muscles stopped aching, although a twinge was noticeable now and again. 
 
    Due to the secluded nature of my quarters, lanterns were in constant abundance. This time, though, as I entered, I found that there were only a few lit up. The flickering flames cast swimming shadows up against the walls. 
 
    ‘Hello…?’ 
 
    By the bed, which was barely lit, I heard a giggle ring out. Smiling and shaking my head, I crossed to the end of the bed and cast my eyes on one of the most perfect sights I had ever seen. 
 
    Ariadne and Evelina were both wrapped up together, their hands exploring each others bodies delicately, but focusing on one area in particular. 
 
    ‘You two really did make up, huh?’ I said, feeling myself becoming instantly harder. 
 
    ‘Sex and death put a lot of things into perspective,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘Truer words have never been spoken,’ Evelina agreed, running a hand over her large, naked breasts and eyeing me seductively. ‘I’m guessing that you’ve managed to overcome your weariness of our ways by now, Kit?’ 
 
    ‘I think that I’m getting there,’ I said sarcastically, unable to drag my eyes from their perfect bodies. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Ariadne continued, looking me up and down, ‘I’m sure we can help you along with that.’ 
 
    My harpies pushed up from the bed and crawled over the silken sheets towards me. Ariadne knelt up on the edge of the bed, gazing intensely into my eyes as she ran her hands up my body and kissed me. It was slow at first, but as a pair of slender hands sank into my pants and pulled them down, a set of soft fingers wrapping around my hard length before lips wrapped around my cock, Ariadne kissed me harder. 
 
    I groaned wildly, kissing her passionately before she sank down to kiss my neck. I finally had a chance to look down to see Evelina deep-throating me, lapping her tongue against the base of my shaft with feverish hunger. She looked up at me with her big eyes, something resembling a smile flashing across her open lips. I couldn’t resist sinking my hands into her hair and pushing my cock deeper into her mouth until I disappeared completely into her hot, wet mouth. 
 
    Dragging my hands away, Evelina held herself on me for a few more perfect seconds all by herself. When she finally pulled away and took a deep breath, she laughed devilishly, licking up the thin trail of moisture that still linked us. 
 
    The girls pulled off the rest of my clothes and both stretched out on their backs atop the silk sheets. I ran my fingers over the wetness between Ariadne’s legs, pushing into her slowly with my full length. We both moaned wildly as I began to thrust in and out of her. 
 
    Back in the cave they had done all the work, riding my body in an explosion of ecstasy, but this was a kingly duty. Taking care of my girls meant more than just defending them in battle – it meant tending to their needs while they served mine. 
 
    Just when I thought the image and the sensation of Ariadne’s pussy taking my throbbing cock over and over and her huge breasts bouncing couldn’t get any better, Evelina ran her hands down over Ariadne’s toned stomach to her clit and began to rub her in faster circles, releasing a high-pitched whimper from her. I met it with a groan of pleasure, my head falling back uncontrollably as Evelina wrapped her fingers around my length, guiding me into Ariadne again and again. 
 
    Ariadne’s eyes suddenly closed as her body tensed up. She came hard around my cock, but I remained determined to last longer, even with how unbelievable she felt. 
 
    I let her finish, thrusting into her slower and slower before pulling out of her and moving to Ariadne. Before I had a chance to move between her legs she turned over, presenting her perfect ass before me. She arched her back, her wings tucking in as she turned to look at me. 
 
    ‘Wasn’t this where we left off in the bath chamber?’ 
 
    She winked at me and bit her lip, waiting for me to enter her. 
 
    I shook my head and smiled, obliging Evelina as I pushed myself into her from behind. She felt beyond perfect as I filled her up inch by inch, her back arching impossibly 
 
    Ariadne spread herself out before Evelina, opening her legs unashamedly. As I took Evelina’s hips in my hands, she lowered her mouth to tongue at Ariadne. We all descended into a spiral of ecstasy as we pleasured each other, I taking Evelina harder and harder from behind, slamming into her as she begged for more. 
 
    Evelina’s walls suddenly tightened around my shaft as she came around me, shrieking out and throwing her head back, her flowing hair running down her back and over her wings. I kept going, gritting my teeth against the desire to finish as her orgasm subsided, but I could hold myself off no longer. 
 
    I pulled from Evelina, the girls both moving to the edge of the bed and wrapping a hand each around my length. I finished in seconds as they pressed their tongues to the tip of my cock, both lapping up my seed greedily as I emptied myself onto them. 
 
    The entire world fell away as I finished, slipping back a few moments later as I panted and groaned in the aftermath. I looked down at the perfect sight of Ariadne and Evelina as they licked me up, swallowing and laughing 
 
    ‘Wow…’ Ariadne panted. ‘That was a lot…’ 
 
    ‘That’s what you two do to me,’ I breathed hard, smiling down at my harpies.  
 
    *** 
 
    As the girls slept either side of me, I looked at the gigantic map of the archipelago that hung on the wall opposite the bed. It reminded me of one that had been stamped across the office of one of my old professors back at college, only larger – at least two yards in height and width, illustrating every one of the hundreds of islands that composed these lands. Aries was located slightly south-west of the centre, a dot in the vast ocean of places that awaited. To think that the harpies had once controlled half of it all was insane. 
 
    I scanned the edges of the map, the blue of the ocean occasionally lighting up in the flickering flames of one of the few lanterns that was lit in the room. Back when I had played open world video games, no matter how huge the map was, I had always been annoyed by the edge. Sure, there were missions to complete and plenty of places to explore, but I had always eventually hit an invisible wall. 
 
    Walls didn’t exist in the real world, but edges did – walk around the world and you’d still end up back where you started. And at the edge of the archipelago there was something else – an endless ocean, maybe? Or something else? 
 
    I had no idea if I was on another planet, if I had travelled back millions of years to a period unknown in history, or if I was in another dimension entirely… But none of that mattered. What mattered was that I was here and that there was a new world out there to explore, liberate and reclaim. The map may have dominated the bedroom wall, but behind it was a safe – the place that I had stored the papers and parchments that contained all known information the harpies possessed on the Cores. 
 
    Beautiful women, awesome powers and a position as ruler of a kingdom – it had been a busy week to say the least, but there was little time to rest. There was a plethora of other plans to be made about where we went next and how we would expand. 
 
    I had big ideas - but that’s another story and another adventure entirely. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



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