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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    ‘So what do you say?’ I asked firmly. ‘Do we have a deal?’ 
 
    The centaur’s eyes looked me up and down, then flitted over to my faithful imp at my side. Alorion looked over at me with a raised eyebrow, tilting his head. 
 
    I returned my gaze to meet the centaur. His huge body towered over mine by at least a foot. He crossed his arms defensively. In a swift movement he could probably spin and execute a kick that would break half the bones in my body. 
 
    ‘All right, human,’ his deep voice spoke. ‘Deal.’ 
 
    He reached out a hand and I shook it, examining the details of the trade window that appeared before me. 
 
    120GP in exchange for five piglets. 
 
    I pressed the accept button on the trade window and watched my gold pieces deplete by the same amount. 
 
    Alorion breathed a sigh of relief from next to me. 
 
    The moment the window disappeared, the centaur unlocked the cage on the back of the cart and began handing me the piglets. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah,’ I interrupted. ‘Can’t you just give me the cage and let me carry it to my cart? I’ll bring it back once I’m finished.’ 
 
    ‘Deal was for five piglets, not five piglets and a cage,’ the centaur said gruffly. ‘Take your property.’ 
 
    Backstabbing motherfucker. 
 
    Well, it wasn’t necessarily a backstab. I just hadn’t examined the finer details of the trade properly. 
 
    Against my better judgement I wanted to flip the centaur off and declare that I would never deal with him again, but a) I still had the thought of him butchering me in the back of my mind, and b) I didn’t want to sour relationships with any of the traders at the outpost. I managed to resist. 
 
    Ever since we had slain the mother wolf at Ark Point the population of livestock in the forest had rapidly increased. The few miles of forest that immediately surrounded my tribal lands had been quiet to begin with, and the mother wolf had originally occupied lands farther out before she had come knocking on our door. 
 
    Other tribes and travelling traders were now taking advantage of the increased wild animal population, which was quickly transforming into a booming livestock trade. 
 
    The post had become much more occupied after a few traders had returned to find the mother wolf’s head raised up on a few logs. Steadily the post had become populated again, news spread of the mysterious appearance of the wolf’s head, and now it was more bustling than ever. 
 
    That same wolf had killed the sounder of piglets that Lara and I had spent more than enough time getting back to my land, and while it was something of a tragedy, none of my citizens had been killed; that said, I now had more than enough gold pieces to replace the piglets. 
 
     It had been two weeks since then, and a week since Alorion and I had looked out over our peaceful land in the sunset glow at the close of our first adventure. 
 
    And now, here we were, chasing freaking piglets through a crowded trading post. 
 
    ‘Keep track of the other three!’ I yelled to Alorion, rushing back to our horse and cart with one under each arm. I dropped them into the back of the empty cart where they couldn’t escape and turned to look back out in search of Alorion and the piglets. 
 
    But they were nowhere to be seen. All I was confronted with were the bustling masses of traders, many of whom were much taller than me, even if I stood well over six feet tall. 
 
    ‘Shit. Alorion! Where are you?’ 
 
    I began to cut through the crowds, scanning the ground for some sign of my imp and the three remaining piglets. The green, monkey-like creature that had quickly become my best friend and closest advisor in Agraria wasn’t exactly one for manual labour, but in the moment I had panicked and had no other options. 
 
    I heard him before I saw him. There was some shrieking and grunting up ahead, and suddenly the crowd parted for five straight yards. The piglets came running towards me, two at the front and one trailing behind. 
 
    The one trailing was for obvious reasons; Alorion was riding it like a bucking bronco, one hand clinging on to its neck and the other hand in the air for balance. 
 
    I would have lost my shit laughing if I didn’t have to work fast. I threw myself forward, landing hard in the dirt and grabbing the first two piglets. 
 
    Alorion had no control over his own, though. It kept running straight for me, he still riding it. 
 
    Clinging onto the two I had caught, I readied myself and quickly caught the piglet. Mustering all of my strength, I stood with the three piglets squirming around, and Alorion wrapped amongst them, and staggered the few yards back to the cart. 
 
    ‘This is so uncomfortable…’Alorion muttered, his face just a few inches from mine. 
 
    ‘You’re telling me, buddy.’ 
 
    I dropped them all lightly into the cart. Alorion clambered out and sat on the wooden edge. We shared a brief look. 
 
    ‘Let’s never speak of that,’ I said flatly. 
 
    ‘Agreed, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Since when did you start calling me master again?’ 
 
    ‘Apologies. It still slips the mind sometimes.’ 
 
    We set off back for my land, hitting the road quickly. We had already made enough noise, and even if the immediate forest had been clear of threats lately, I was still cautious; causing a scene like that was funny at the time but could bring us too much unwanted attention if we weren’t careful. 
 
    The road back to my land was winding and deviated into plenty of other paths, but ever since the trading post had become occupied again I had found myself looking over my shoulder to check that we weren’t being followed. 
 
    I took the reins of the horse and guided her down the path while Alorion sat atop her. 
 
    ‘How are you finding your new steed, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty great. I miss Domino, don’t get me wrong, but Arabelle’s doing pretty decently.’ 
 
    Arabelle was the name I had given to my new horse, the large brown steed who was making short work of pulling the cart, Alorion and the piglets along the path. After Domino had been killed by the mother wolf I had been pretty downtrodden, but at the end of the day it was a horse; none of my citizens had died, and that was a victory all on its own. 
 
    I had moved past the whole situation pretty quickly and purchased a new horse for 500GP from an elf at Ichabod’s Cove who was raising them in a location that he wouldn’t disclose. 
 
    A lot had happened in the two weeks since the mother wolf’s death – a new horse, a replacement sword in the scabbard at my side, and plenty of peace and quiet so that the Orakin Tribe, which I was the master of, could work on building a better life together. 
 
    I knew how precious a time like this was; we had been attacked on more than one occasion in my first few weeks in Agraria, and defenses had become my main priority, which is why my recent approaches to my land had never grown tiresome. 
 
    ‘Beautiful, isn’t it?’ Alorion said, looking up at the view ahead of us as we approached the land. 
 
    ‘You’re damn right.’ 
 
    He wasn’t talking about the land itself – he was talking about the eight-foot tall fence that had been erected directly ahead of us. 
 
    Jeremiah and I had worked our asses off to get the fence finished quickly, and a few days ago had laid the final panel in place. That final panel, though, hadn’t closed the fence up. 
 
    We had toiled for days until we reached the last two panels. We moved to place a post down, doing the honors together, but it refused to plant. A red X flashed over it repeatedly, then a window appeared. 
 
    Warning: Tribal lands cannot be closed off entirely from surroundings. 
 
    Below the window was the symbol from the top of my Defense Totem, flashing in mid-air. 
 
    I had closed both windows and returned to the Defense Totem to find a new addition to the list. 
 
    Construct wooden gates 
 
    All it took was some more wood from the trees and some iron bars for the hinges, and they had been set up. After using up all of the iron on the land for the Vicious Harpoon Gun (which was now gathering virtual dust by taking up plenty of spaces in my storage building) I had had to purchase a few more from the trading post, but once we had what we needed the gates looked great. They were stronger and much heftier than the fence itself, and were locked by a gigantic wooden beam. 
 
    After figuring this out, I deconstructed two wooden panels on the southern side of my land and placed an additional set of gates there, giving passage to the trail through the forest towards Ichabod’s Cove. 
 
    We arrived at the northern gates and came to a halt. Alorion hopped deftly along the horse’s head and leaped over the top of the gate like a high jumper. He pattered off to get help opening the door, and a minute later I heard the scraping of wood, a little grunting, and the door swung wide. 
 
    ‘Another prosperous trip, master?’ Eri asked, smiling at me as she and her husband, Tormus, held the door open. 
 
    ‘A fresh sounder of piglets to replace the ones we lost, and a little taurem meat to liven up dinner tonight.’ 
 
    I led Arabelle and the cart through the gate, and my citizens closed the door behind me. 
 
    They had been reliable and had shown loyalty since day one. Both Tormus and Eri were humanoid in appearance, save for the blue skin and white splotches that dotted them. They were damn good farmers, Eri in particular, and Tormus had helped me on more than one occasion with the heavy lifting that had been necessary on our land. 
 
    With the gates locked I crossed to my home, the tree at the centre of my land, surrounded by various totems and buildings. I brought the cart to the stables and let Araballe indulge in some water before leading her and her baggage to the south side of the land. 
 
    I returned to the tree and briefly checked my storage room. It was filled with junk, much like my own inventory, but during trips to the trading post recently I had continued to acquire any items that we might have needed in the future. 
 
    One of the most common that I realized I needed were torches. I had purchased a massive stack from the post and used them as a source of light on the land at night whenever I needed them. They were cheap and lit straight from inventory after being tapped by my fingers and activated. 
 
    Much like many of the mechanics in this world, I didn’t question it. 
 
    I headed back outside and crossed to the well. I filled my canteen and chugged it back, setting it down after a few seconds and breathing deeply. 
 
    ‘Need a hand there, master?’ 
 
    I looked up the spiral staircase that led into the confines of the tree to see my foxgirl, Ariadne, descending the steps. The heat wave from the previous weeks had let up a little, but her freckles were still as prominent as ever and her long, orange fox-ears drooped down a little in relaxation around her dirty-blonde hair. 
 
    ‘We’ve got some new additions to the tribe,’ I replied, nodding to the cart in the stables. ‘Let’s get them to the pen.’ 
 
    ‘They are quite adorable,’ she smiled, crossing to the cart and leaning on the edge of it as she looked down at the piglets. She returned to me, wrapping her arms around the back of my neck and kissing me. ‘How was the trip?’ 
 
    ‘Safe as ever. Anything to report?’ 
 
    ‘More crops, less noise… I would say that things are going very well.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I like to hear. I need you to do something very dirty, though.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, really…?’ She said, her ears perking up as she bit her lip. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Grab a pig and put it in my pen.’ 
 
    I whispered the words in the most sensual way possible, to which she grinned and pulled away from me, slapping me on the arm. 
 
    ‘What?’ I laughed. ‘Technically it is dirty.’ 
 
    ‘Very romantic, master,’ she smiled, shaking her head. 
 
    ‘Living in a tree doesn’t exactly afford me that opportunity.’ 
 
    Ever since her wolfen-fur clothes had brought some unwanted attention to our door, she had switched back to the previous outfit that she had worn – a white over-shirt tied at her stomach and a pair of very short shorts. Her pawed feet remained bare, not only because most shoes wouldn’t fit her but because Ariadne didn’t need them. Her soles were so tough that she could withstand walking on anything save for a blade. 
 
    She was just the first of my wives, though – there was also; 
 
    ‘Where’s Lara?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Target practice in the forest. She only went a little while ago.’ 
 
    Lara had been a law unto herself when we had first met, but in her words I had tamed her – even now she still had the tendency to keep her own schedule, but considering her ability as a fighter I wasn’t exactly concerned. 
 
    Besides, it was the bedroom where the real taming took place. 
 
    We carried the piglets to the pen and set them down. I had reconstructed the pen in between sessions of construction on the perimeter fence after it had been obliterated by the mother wolf, whose headless corpse was now sitting at the bottom of the pit at Ark Point. 
 
    Good-fucking-riddance. 
 
    I looked up towards the Rourke house and saw Jeremiah tending to one of the two taurems that was living on the arable land that their house dwelled on. I waved over to him and he waved back, setting his bucket aside. 
 
    To the sound of galloping my third wife, Santana, arrived. She hopped off Myranthia, her horse, and collected up the bucket of taurem milk from her father before hurrying over to us. While she had been sleeping in a bed with me every night for the past week, I still didn’t think it was a good idea for her to take on the kind of dress-style that Ariadne was used to. 
 
    Don’t get me wrong, I would have loved to have seen her in it, but I had no idea what Jeremiah would think. 
 
    Still, she had moved from her usually conservative dresses to one of scarlet that she had brought with her from her homestead – one that was now splattered with mud from the day’s work, but for some reason made her even more attractive. She had taken to letting down her smooth, strawberry-blond hair, making her more beautiful than ever. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe we’ve got them back,’ she smiled. ‘It is a shame about the first sounder, but at least we can now start afresh.’ 
 
    She set the bucket down on the corner of the pen, hitched up her dress and leaped deftly and gracefully in, and poured the milk into the trough. Just like the previous batch of piglets, this new group swarmed on the milk, sniffed it for the briefest of moments, then began to drink it down. 
 
    ‘There, that should last them till the end of the day. With the fence up we don’t even have to worry about anything hungry coming from the forest to get to them.’ 
 
    ‘Or any of the other animals,’ I said. ‘Anyway, it’s getting late. Gather everybody up and we’ll have dinner.’ 
 
    In the few weeks since I had arrived in Agraria I had accomplished a lot; I had built a tribe, formed some basic defenses, slain monsters and set up a pretty safe, low-key trade line between our land and the local trading post, as well as one with Ichabod’s Cove for a more diverse range of items. I had animals, crops - a growing abundance of which was being kept in storage - and to top it all off, three beautiful wives who shared my bed every night. 
 
    Considering Agraria’s climate, heating up a bedroom wasn’t exactly a necessity, but the thought of having the women I loved curled up against me at the end of every day was more than enough motivation to keep me going. 
 
    The strangest thing that had happened, though, was the sense of community that had formed in our small tribe. We all had our duties during the day, but at the close of each day of work we all came together to eat in the shade of the tree at the centre of the land. 
 
    I had held off on slaying a taurem for meat, choosing instead to purchase it with gold; the price for fresh taurem meat was obviously steeper due to the convenience, but the milk that our taurems were providing justified it more than enough. While a drink of water in this heat was always a blessing, the sweetness of the milk provided a nice change every once in a while. 
 
    Most nights we had been digging into meat, tomatoes and corn, and tonight was no different. 
 
    ‘Is there anything else we can grow on the land?’ I asked Eri as the seven of us sat in the grass, chewing away as the sun met the horizon. 
 
    ‘Plenty of things, master,’ she replied. ‘The most common that I have been considering are carrots and potatoes. Common, I know, but they may liven things up a little. Spices would be useful too. We can purchase salt and pepper as seasoning, but spices can be grown and harvested to great effect. They only require a small patch of la-.’ 
 
    I heard footsteps nearby and instinctively reached for my sword, which I had lain down in its scabbard on the ground nearby. My fingers were already wrapped around the handle when I registered that it was Lara. 
 
    Her purple hair fell over her shoulders in waves, and her hazel eyes stared out from her sharp, pretty face. She was dressed in a white, short-sleeved overshirt that was tucked into a pair of tight beige shorts. Her bare, slim legs led down to her boot-clad feet, which paced the ground as she approached. 
 
    ‘So sorry that I’m late,’ she said. ‘I know this is supposed to be our evening ritual.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not a ritual,’ I panted, lowering my head and setting my sword down. ‘Just try not to sneak up. You almost gave me a heart attack.’ 
 
    ‘Sorry, sorry,’ she said, ‘Habits of a hunter. I can’t resist walking quietly. Is this my plate?’ She pointed to the remaining one by the small patch surrounded by rocks that we had been using to create a fire each night. 
 
    ‘It is indeed,’ Jeremiah said. 
 
    ‘Thanks, Jeremiah,’ she replied. ‘You put my cooking skills to shame.’ 
 
    ‘You catch it and I’ll cook it,’ he smiled. 
 
    ‘Please don’t do that to those piglets, though. Passed them by on my way in. I’ve only just gotten over the last sounder dying.’ 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, woah,’ I coughed, swallowing down a mouthful of steak as Santana laughed. ‘Correct me if I’m wrong, but did you just show sympathy for an animal?’ 
 
    ‘I… I might have done.’ 
 
    ‘Coming from the girl who not two weeks ago said that she wanted to leave a group of orphaned pigs to be slaughtered by the wolves of the forest.’ 
 
    ‘I felt guilty about it, all right? I never thought that they were actually going to be killed like that. When I do it it’s humane. It’s quick. These predators, they just sink their teeth in and throw them around until their hearts give out. That’s not the way to kill something.’ 
 
    ‘Well, don’t worry,’ Jeremiah said. ‘It takes piglets weeks to reach market weight. You’ve got this time with them until I slit their throats.’ 
 
    Ariadne was usually the most stoic out of all of my wives, but she spluttered out in laughter and only just managed to hold back the mouthful of milk she had. 
 
    ‘And you say I’m the one who’s not romantic,’ I said.  
 
    ‘I would say that you’re all cold,’ Lara continued, ‘but that would make me the biggest hypocrite in the land.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got another announcement to make,’ I said, changing the subject, ‘Everybody can take the day off tomorrow.’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious, master?’ Tormus said. 
 
    ‘Definitely. It’s long overdue. We’ve been working our asses off to get things set up these past few weeks. We’re defended, we’ve got plenty of surplus crops, and the wealth of the tribe is at an all-time high.’ That last part made me sound like some corporate asshole. ‘Do… Whatever it is you do when you’re not working. Get high on moonseed, plant some flowers, go for a walk… Enjoy yourselves.’ 
 
    We finished up for dinner and said goodnight as darkness reached the land. Over the next half hour I and my wives all bathed, while I ferried fresh water back and forth from the well. I had upgraded the totem a while back so that it accommodated a plentiful supply for all of us, as well as the animals and the crops. 
 
    That was how things worked out here; fast-growing crop and supplies that returned quickly. From the night’s conversation another notion had also come to mind that I hadn’t considered before, too; animals grew much faster than they did back on Earth, just like the crops. A pig only took a few weeks to reach maturity, after which it could be sold or slaughtered for the meat. I wasn’t exactly a farming expert, neither here or on Earth, but I knew that it took at least several months for livestock back on Earth to grow to full-size. 
 
    That aside, words couldn’t describe how grateful I was for the endless supply of water that the well provided. It was a strange system; it would deplete if a ninth member was added, but with the correct number of beings to provide for it remained constant, no matter how much we needed. 
 
    I had stopped questioning the logic of it all by this point. I was just running with it as best as I could. 
 
    I was the last to sink into the bath while the girls lounged around on the bed drying themselves off. They usually slipped back into at least some of their underwear after bathing, but tonight they simply remained stretched out naked on the bed, chatting atop the sheets as they ran their hands across each other’s skin. 
 
    That was another thing that I had invested in as soon as possible; a decent bed. The old twin beds that I had originally pushed together had gone into storage in favour of the huge mattress and frame I now had that was fit for a king – seven-feet long and six-feet wide, more than enough space for myself and my wives. 
 
    Aside from the rug, the bathtub and a small footlocker in the corner, it was still the only piece of furniture in the room. There was one small piece of decoration – I had installed a simple shelf above the bed with a single souvenir sat on it; one of the mother wolf’s huge, foot-long fangs, a trophy and reminder of my first adventure in Agraria. 
 
    I plunged under the water, soaking my hair and the stubble on my face – scissors didn’t exist here and the best I could do was cut my facial hair with a sharpened knife. 
 
    That said, I still thought that I cleaned up pretty well. I had been muscular before arriving, but constant work and a diet cut back to the bare bones of protein from the milk and the steak and nutrients from the tomatoes and corn had left me with a defined figure. 
 
    And the girls made a lot of effort to make their opinions about my body known. 
 
    I rose above the water, taking a deep breath and standing up in the bathtub. I reached for my towel and looked over at my naked wives, who were all looking over at me. 
 
    I was never the kind of guy to get embarrassed at myself, and even now, with three of the hottest girls I had ever known examining me, I didn’t feel it. 
 
    ‘What’s up?’ I said, smiling back at their suspicious faces. ‘What are you up to?’ 
 
    ‘Santana just told us that she has never tasted a man before,’ Lara said. ‘And she has a great desire to…’ 
 
    ‘And you have been neglecting us terribly this past week, master,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘How the hell have I been neglecting you?’ I said. ‘I look after you every day. I always make sure that you’re taken care of.’ 
 
    ‘That is not the kind of neglect that I speak of.’ 
 
    The penny should have dropped a lot faster than it did considering they were all naked, but it took a lot longer than I’d like to admit. 
 
    ‘I’ve been working hard every day,’ I said. ‘And so have you. We’ve all been exhausted.’ 
 
    ‘We have needs,’ Lara said, running a hand across one of her large breasts and prolonging the last word. 
 
    ‘This is Santana’s first time in a tribe,’ I said. 
 
    ‘It’s the first time I’ve done a lot of things, actually,’ she smiled. 
 
    ‘Exactly. That’s the only reason we’ve been hitting the hay straight away every night. I don’t want you to do anything that you’re not comfortable with.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know what I’m not comfortable with, master?’ She asked. ‘I am a grown woman.’ 
 
    ‘I… I guess I don’t.’ 
 
    I was still dripping wet when she slinked from the bed and sauntered over to me. Her long, reddened hair flowed over her shoulders, framing her pretty face and stopping just above her round, perky breasts and slim stomach, leading to her exposed waist and slim legs. 
 
    Lara was right – I had been holding back. Santana had been an animal with me in the forest the first time we had had sex, but so far that had been the only time that we had done it. The four of us had fooled around in bed, sure, but nothing more. 
 
    At least, not until now. 
 
    Santana had displayed a mix of headstrong confidence and shyness ever since I had met her – while still following her religious teachings a little, it had repressed her natural rebelliousness, and it had started to come out in spades. 
 
    The confidence she displayed as she crossed to me almost floored me, and I could already feel myself getting hard. 
 
    She stared into my eyes the whole time, stopping before me and sinking to her knees, still refusing to let up her gaze. 
 
    She also refused to look away as she took my throbbing cock in her soft touch, or when she ran her tongue up my shaft and clasped her lips around me. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I groaned quietly, my mouth gaping open like an idiot as she fucked me with her mouth. Santana wasn’t wasting time. She had never had her lips around a man’s dick before, and my guess that she would take it slow had been completely off. 
 
    She was practically devouring me – and she still wasn’t looking away from me. 
 
    I was the first to break my gaze, not out of losing my nerve but out of distraction. 
 
    There was a long moan from the bed, and I looked up to see both Ariadne and Lara touching themselves as they watched Santana pleasuring me. 
 
    I indulged in the feeling of Santana’s untouched, wet mouth for a while longer, running my hands into her soft hair and guiding her lightly as she lapped at me with her tongue before pulling her away from me. 
 
    She looked up at me, breathing hard and grinning devilishly. 
 
    ‘You sure you’ve never done that before?’ I said. ‘Because you’ve definitely got a natural talent for it.’ 
 
    She stood up and took my hand, guiding me back to the bed where she fell down between Ariadne and Lara, sinking her hand between her legs. Through the fading light slipping through the canopy above I could already see how the lips between her legs were gleaming with moisture. 
 
    I’m the luckiest man alive. 
 
    The heat of the land was still overbearing, but I wasn’t complaining. From there my mind dropped into a mess of total pleasure as I indulged in my wives, taking them one after the other for as long as I could. In minutes we were sparkling with sweat, the warmth only making each of them more insatiable. By the time I had taken all three of them hard, I returned to Santana and fucked her just as she wanted it, the way we had done in the forest, with her on her back grinding her hips against me as my muscular body pounded into her from above. 
 
    I couldn’t get enough of them; Ariadne and Lara remained either side of Santana, rubbing themselves faster and harder as they watched me take her, and between it all the gasping moans of Santana were driving me crazy. 
 
    ‘Give me it, master,’ she moaned, staring at me hard in the eyes. 
 
    ‘Share your seed, master,’ Ariadne whimpered, her mouth falling open at her own touch. ‘We all need it…’ 
 
    I was too caught up in Santana’s tightness to understand what she meant at first, but as Lara ran a hand over Santana’s breasts and toned stomach, I realized. 
 
    ‘How hard can you get?’ Santana asked in shock, her eyes going wide as I thrusted into her, reaching my peak as my cock felt like it was going to explode. 
 
    I pulled out of her, Santana effortlessly grabbing my length and jerking me off as I came hard onto her toned stomach and across her breasts, my whole body seizing up. By the time I had finished she was covered, and Lara and Ariadne were licking it from her with total ferocity. 
 
    The blood had gone completely from my head, and that mixed with the sight of my wives licking my juices from Santana’s body would have easily sent me collapsing onto my ass. It took a lot of strength just to stay on my feet. 
 
    What almost sent me down was Santana running a finger through it and licking it up, sucking her finger dry as she smiled up at me. 
 
    When they had finally licked each other clean I fell down between them atop the sheets. The heat had begun to let up, but we were still no match for it. Bathing had been pointless considering how drenched in sweat we all were, but I was well beyond caring about something so stupid. 
 
    I was usually the last to fall asleep, but that night I beat my wives to it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    I awoke with the sunrise the next day, getting up before my wives and dressing before heading outside. I had given everybody the day off, but as always ideas were still buzzing in my head. 
 
    Eight citizens including myself. Two houses. Rotating crops of corn and tomatoes. A small batch of moonseed. Perimeter fences and secured gates. Two taurems. Two horses. Five piglets. Totems all upgraded to a sustainable level. Plentiful supplies of food and water. A reasonable level of safety. 
 
    Above all, we hadn’t splurged with the supply of gold that I was steadily building with each trip to the trading post. On my orders, Tormus and Eri had scaled back the corn over the past two weeks and replaced a reasonable amount with tomato seeds. They had also expanded the plantation of moonseed, allowing those already planted to regrow and using the additional seeds produced to build it further. 
 
    We had produced so much that the price of tomatoes was also beginning to drop, but it didn’t worry me; with all the sales we had made, including the moonseed, I had a little over 3500GP in my inventory. 
 
    Considering that we had been struggling to stay afloat after I first arrived, previously living day to day with south of 500GP in my pocket at any one time, it felt like a small fortune. 
 
    Hell, it was a small fortune. 
 
    We were steady, but already I was growing restless. The more I looked at the perimeter fence, the more I felt confined. I was proud of the work that Jeremiah and I had accomplished, but we could do more. 
 
    Just like the moonseed, I wanted to expand – and I knew exactly where to start. 
 
    I made the rounds and accomplished a few small jobs while my citizens awoke, checking on the stored crops and those still growing, as well as the animals and the quality of the fence. It was sturdy and a decent line of defense, but I would soon need to upgrade the Defense Totem in order to unlock a few additional defensive features. If any formidable force wanted to smash their way through, it wouldn’t take them long. 
 
    Really, I was just killing time until Jeremiah awoke. 
 
    When he finally left his house I beelined across the fields to meet him. We greeted each other as normal, the same way we had done since he had arrived – not once did he ever bring up the situation with myself and Santana, and for that I was endlessly grateful. He didn’t exactly need a reminder that I was having sex with his previously hyper-religious daughter. 
 
    ‘I’m going to get straight to the point,’ I started. ‘When we left your homestead, I told you that we’d be able to return one day and turn it into an outpost. One day always sounds like something far off, but why don’t we do it now?’ 
 
    ‘Right now? Are you evicting me, master?’ 
 
    ‘No, no,’ I said hurriedly. ‘That’s not what I’m saying. This land is getting pretty crowded, and in the very near-future I don’t doubt that it’s going to get more crowded. We’ve got crops, animals, buildings – this is the centre of the tribe. But we need to use what we have.’ 
 
    ‘My lands, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. They could become part of the tribal lands. An outpost. You can take your house back and live there permanently. You would have total control over it. And you wouldn’t have to worry about the wolves anymore seeing as they’ve been taken care of.’ 
 
    ‘It does sound peaceful,’ he smiled. ‘But what would I do with my time?’ 
 
    ‘Do what you do best. Take care of the livestock. Lara may be an expert on hunting for animals but you’re the expert when it comes to taking care of them. Meat’s an expensive commodity across the land, even with the uptick in animals in the forest.’ 
 
    He paused, thinking for a moment. 
 
    ‘I am all for the idea. I would like nothing more than to return to my land. But there is one problem.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to mention Santana, aren’t you? Look… If you think it’s better that she stays with you then you can take her with you.’ 
 
    ‘Take her with me? By the gods, no. I have had time to dwell on this matter over the last few weeks, and I think that it is best that she flies the nest. She is a grown woman, and I am an old man. You are in a much better position to take care of her. This place is quickly becoming a fortress, after all.’ 
 
    ‘It’d be nothing without your help. I wouldn’t even have half of it finished. But if this isn’t about Santana then what did you want to ask?’ 
 
    ‘I can heal most wounds that come my way,’ he said. ‘Santana is reasonably trained, but if one of the members of the tribe becomes injured here, what good am I if am miles from here?’ 
 
    He had a point. I hadn’t thought about that. 
 
    ‘I know that Santana is your priority,’ I said. ‘She’s a hell of a rider, but she’s not a fighter. I promise that she’ll be kept out of harm’s way. We have medicine and bandages here, which should be enough to sustain somebody until we can bring them to you. If need be we’ll buy a supply of healing potions. But if I’m being honest, it’s usually me getting my ass kicked.’ 
 
    ‘That is true, Master Jack. You put yourself in harm’s way far too much.’ 
 
    ‘Better me than my people. So what do you say?’ 
 
    Jeremiah dwelled on it for another moment before nodding and shaking my hand. 
 
    ‘Time to expand,’ he chuckled. 
 
    This was a whole new step – I just had no idea how to start. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Alorion! You up there?’ 
 
    I stood by the perimeter fence, shouting up to the tree just beyond our border that he called home. It was non-descript among the others, standing out so little that I had almost cut it down during the production of the fence. 
 
    I had taken a quick breakfast and was now searching for him. 
 
    ‘Over here, Jack.’ 
 
    I turned to see him scurrying along the top of the fence towards me, balancing deftly. 
 
    ‘If we ever get attacked I just better hope that it’s not by a bunch of your friends.’ 
 
    ‘Fortunately I have no friends, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘That’s… The saddest thing I’ve ever heard.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I do have you as a friend.’ 
 
    ‘And that makes up for it all,’ I smiled. ‘I need some advice, but seeing as your memory isn’t exactly reliable I don’t know if you’ll be able to help.’ 
 
    ‘I shall try my best.’ 
 
    ‘If I want to claim a section of land on behalf of the tribe, what would I need to do?’ 
 
    ‘Hmm…’ 
 
    Alorion slumped down on the fence and tapped his chin, staring absently ahead of himself as he thought. 
 
    ‘Don’t worry if you can’t remember…’ 
 
    ‘Oh!’ He suddenly blurted out. ‘No, wait, I know this one! You need to acquire a flag.’ 
 
    ‘… Does that mean the same thing here as it does in my world?’ 
 
    ‘What does it mean in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Well… It’s a stick with a piece of cloth hanging from the end.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly!’ He said excitedly. ‘Exactly. They must be planted on the land you wish to acquire. Then it will belong to you.’ 
 
    ‘Just like that?’ 
 
    ‘Just like that. 
 
    ‘Great. Where can I get these flags?’ 
 
    ‘I… Have no idea. That I don’t remember. Apologies. But I do remember that you cannot purchase them from traders or sell them. They are unique to you.’ 
 
    I thanked Alorion and returned to the tree, looking around at my totems. Water, Harvesting, Building, Stables, Defense, Storage and Maps. 
 
    Building and Maps seemed the most likely totems; I checked the first, but my doubts were confirmed. The only options available were for potential structures that could be built on the land. 
 
    I moved to the Map room and placed my hand on the tablet before the stone table. The blue grids lit up on its surface, and I zoomed in to the sections of land that I had already mapped out; my tribal land, the trading post, the old bandit’s camp that we had raided weeks ago, Ichabod’s Cove, Ark Point, and the Rourke Homestead, as well as all of the land in between that we had traversed in getting to these places. 
 
    It was a compiled compendium of my tribe’s collected geographical knowledge, but the miniscule nature of its size when zoomed out compared to the rest of the land was astounding. 
 
    We were a drop in the ocean of unmapped land that surrounded us. 
 
    I had never seen any options appear on the map table aside from uploading knowledge of the land and new maps that I acquired in my adventures. Examining the land I had discovered, I zoomed in on the Rourke Homestead and was greeted by a slightly 3-dimensional view of the land, completely as I remembered it – the acre-field, the broken fence and the reasonably-sized farmhouse at the farthest end. 
 
    ‘How am I supposed to do this?’ I muttered to myself. I tapped my finger against the image of the section of land that now occupied the map table. A flicker of blue light swept out, but that was all. 
 
    Instinctively, I double-tapped it – and it worked. 
 
    A window appeared. 
 
    Create flag? 
 
    I pressed accept and was greeted with another window and a wall of text. 
 
    Warning: 
 
    
    	 Tribal flags can only be used on selected locations. Any attempt to use flags for their non-respective areas will result in the destruction of the flag. 
 
    	 Any and all sentient beings within lands selected for ownership will be immediately informed of the attempt to claim the land. 
 
    	 Ownership of new land takes ten minutes to complete, regardless of size. Removal of the flag from the land will result in failure of the ownership attempt. 
 
   
 
    I read the rules back twice, just to be sure there were no hidden clauses. Agraria’s building system hadn’t lied to me yet, and I had no reason to believe it would this time. It was unprejudiced and unopinionated; it functioned like a computer, carrying out actions based around a series of predefined rules and instructions. 
 
    What stood out the most was the alert feature. The moment I attempted to take over a section of land, anybody residing upon it would know what I was trying to do. In addition, it took ten minutes for the land to fall under my ownership – plenty of time for anybody on the land who disagreed with me to stop the attempt, either by removing the flag or stabbing me in the face and then removing the flag. 
 
    Below all the warnings was a final accept button. 
 
    I pressed it, and the flag appeared on the upload-slab right next to me. 
 
    I took it up, headed out of the Map room and examined the item. 
 
    It was basic, even non-descript; nothing but a two-foot long wooden stick and a white piece of square cloth attached to one end. I was actually a little disappointed. 
 
    But this object was now the key to expanding my tribe. 
 
      
 
    We had been using Arabelle, my new horse, for all of the legwork, and this time was no different. My intention was to keep all of our livestock at the Rourke Homestead while the horses remained at the tribe’s primary land, where Santana could take care of them. In the future I could begin expanding our fleet of horses to accommodate the growing numbers of citizens, and to alleviate the exhaustion of walking long distances. 
 
    We equipped the cart to Arabelle, and Jeremiah got to work filling it with his possessions. No less than a few weeks after he had arrived he was heading back out. 
 
    While in the midst of the process, I told Santana. She went straight to her father to talk it over, but after a few minutes the decision had been made, and they both seemed happy about it. I didn’t know how to feel about the fact that I was separating a family, but deep down I could tell that they both thought that it was time. 
 
    They didn’t share a tearful goodbye – they were both composed people, particularly after years of working on a farm and staving off wolves. 
 
    Once the possessions were packed up, as well as the deconstructed fences used for the pig pen, we loaded the other cart, attached it to Myranthia, and then rounded up the taurems and piglets. The piglets would stay in the cart, and as long as the taurems were constantly following a trail of grass that we fed them, they were happy to move wherever the food was. 
 
    Jeremiah, Lara and I hit the road a short while later and reached the homestead well before midday without a hitch. 
 
    The homestead was as we had left it back when Lara and I had helped Jeremiah and Santana move. The fence was still rotting, the house was boarded up and untouched – the only variable was the uncut grass, which had grown even longer in our absence. 
 
    Lara and Jeremiah took the cart to the house and began making their way inside while I headed to the centre of the pasture. 
 
    Once there, I retrieved the flag from my inventory and pushed it into the ground. Around the flag’s point a blue square appeared, similar to those on the grid in the map room, only this was a yard on all sides. A window appeared at the tip of the flag. 
 
    Select land that you wish to claim. 
 
    Leaving the flag in place, I looked around and stepped outside of the square. Another blue square appeared beneath my feet, lighting up in response to my step. The first also remained. 
 
    This is going to take freaking forever, I thought. 
 
    I was going to need to walk across every square yard that I wanted to claim. 
 
    As I headed to the edge of the field and continued to light up more squares, though, the thought of the hard work became secondary to my satisfaction. I was literally claiming land for myself. It was becoming mine, and becoming part of my tribe. 
 
    At the fence that bordered the homestead I hopped over out of curiosity, moving into the edge of the forest. 
 
    The red X that I had become familiar with appeared, and a counter began ticking down. 
 
    10. 
 
    9. 
 
    8. 
 
    7. 
 
    I quickly hopped back over the fence, and the counter disappeared. 
 
    I could only assume that the process would fail if I left the land designated to the flag during the claiming process. 
 
    It prompted another question about the system, though; what denoted the fact that this land was the Homestead? It came under Jeremiah’s definition of what land belonged to him, but it was as if the land itself knew. 
 
    A breeze rolled past, shaking the tops of the grass blades and briefly setting the hairs on my arms on end. 
 
    The land felt alive. This world was an entity in and of itself. 
 
    I shook off the feeling and got back to work. 
 
    Over the next fifteen minutes I snaked from one end of the land to the other, jogging up and down the field until I reached the stables and the house. I had broken into a light sweat and took a drink of water from my canteen as I slowed and selected the land around the buildings. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Lara called down from the upstairs bedroom window as I passed through the back yard. 
 
    ‘Claiming the land,’ I said. ‘What does it look like?’ 
 
    ‘It looks like you’re running up and down in perfect lines.’ 
 
    ‘You can’t see the blue squares?’ 
 
    ‘What blue squares?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. How’s the moving going?’ 
 
    ‘We’re almost done.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll meet you outside in a few minutes.’ 
 
    My actions in Agraria’s digital interface were completely invisible to everybody but myself, just as everybody else’s were to me, unless I was dealing directly with them. 
 
    I headed to the front of the house and started with the stable. I was still in selection mode and I had no idea if structures worked differently to generic sections of land in terms of choosing. 
 
    I tapped the wooden edge of the stable with my finger and it lit up with a blue sheen that was so brilliant it almost knocked me on my ass. I headed to the house and tapped its wood exterior with my hand. It did exactly the same. 
 
    That was easy. 
 
    I returned to the flag in the pasture and tapped its end. 
 
    Claim selected land? 
 
    I tapped accept. Over the top of the flag a counter began. 
 
    10:00 
 
    9:59 
 
    9:58 
 
    I knew that we were safe out here, but I still took a look around in case anybody was coming our way. 
 
    All was quiet. 
 
    I headed back to the house and met up with Lara and Jeremiah. They had finished unloading his possessions. He led the taurems over to the pasture and settled them in the grass while Lara and I brought the wood to the secluded back yard and quickly set up the pig pen, after which we returned the pigs and the milk trough within it. 
 
    By the time we had finished well over ten minutes had passed. I returned to the flag to see a new window stemming from it. 
 
    Land successfully claimed. 
 
    Choose totem placement. 
 
    The flag begin to blink with light. I picked it up and another window appeared. 
 
    Replace flag to initiate totem placement. 
 
    I closed the window and headed back to the farmhouse, choosing a small section of the yard to the right to place the flag. 
 
    After stamping it into the ground and confirming my selection, the flag vanished. 
 
    The ground rumbled – way too much. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    I got clear of the large space. Suddenly, every building that I had unlocked back at my main tribal land exploded up from the ground in the same pattern, albeit condensed thanks to the absence of the tree. 
 
    Whatever I had unlocked at my main land translated over to the new land. 
 
    That would make things a hell of a lot easier. 
 
    Either way, I had just claimed ownership over my first piece of land outside of the tribe’s initial territory. 
 
    There was one big difference. In the centre of the totems, where my tree would have been back at the main tribal land, was a new totem. It possessed no idols or carvings atop it, and was as black as onyx in comparison to the white tone of the others. 
 
    I approached and tapped the top, just as I did with the others. 
 
    A single option appeared 
 
    Assign permissions? 
 
    I pressed accept. 
 
    Tribe member not assigned. 
 
    I frowned and headed towards the house, retrieving Jeremiah and returning to the black totem. 
 
    I tried again, getting Jeremiah to tap the totem after I had brought the option up. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure, but I think that it will allow you to change things on the land using the totem system. 
 
    I pressed accept again, and this time it worked. 
 
    Permissions assigned to Jeremiah Rourke. 
 
    ‘Give it a shot,’ I said, nodding to the Building Totem. 
 
    Jeremiah headed over and pressed his hand to the totem. 
 
    Usually I couldn’t see other people’s menus in the digital interface of Agraria, but this time I could. It must have come down to the fact that I was the tribal leader. 
 
     ‘Incredible,’ Jeremiah remarked. ‘I’ll get to work right away on building a perimeter fence. This will make construction so much easier. I couldn’t have dreamed of things being this simple back when I did it the old-fashioned way.’ 
 
    We headed back to meet Lara, who were talking by the horses and carts. 
 
    ‘Are you going to be all right out here, Jeremiah?’ I asked. ‘I feel like I’m abandoning you. You’re alone.’ 
 
    ‘I spent many years in silence while Santana was growing up, Master Jack. I can sustain myself. The land feeds the taurems, the taurem’s milk feeds the piglets, and nature continues. This is where I belong.’ 
 
    I asked Lara to prep the horses and carts while I took Jeremiah aside. 
 
    ‘There’s an expression in my world,’ I said. ‘No man is an island. You probably have another version of it in your holy book.’ 
 
    ‘I think I know what you mean. The idea that a man cannot survive on his own, no?’ 
 
    ‘That’s exactly what it means. What I’m getting at is… Well, would you like an assistant or something out here? I’ve put a hold on bringing in new members lately because we’ve been coasting along, but if I run into anybody who’s good with animals, I could always bring them here.’ 
 
    ‘If you happen to find anybody with the right skills, then that would be useful. I would be more than happy to welcome them into my home. But it takes the right kind of person to work on a farm, particularly when handling animals.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep my eyes open,’ I replied, shaking hands with him. 
 
    Lara and I bid farewell to Jeremiah and set off with the horses and carts. 
 
    ‘That was the right decision, master,’ Lara said. ‘I may not have been part of a tribe for a long time, but I know what happens to those that get complacent. They become easy targets.’ 
 
    ‘Easy targets for what?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. Everybody who sees something that they want for themselves. You can’t make progress without making sacrifices.’ 
 
    ‘Look at you being all philosophical all of a sudden. What’s gotten into you?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Taking sympathy on animals, dishing out wisdom. This isn’t like you.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still getting used to living among people, you know? Being part of a group. The safety has made feel more settled than I should be feeling. I’m with you now. Part of the Orakin Tribe. That will become official tomorrow, too.’ 
 
    ‘Official?’ 
 
    ‘The land will be my home.’ 
 
    ‘It already is your home. I added you to the tribe weeks back.’ 
 
    ‘My permanent home. Didn’t I tell you? My rent on the apartment above The Drunken Steed runs out tomorrow. I’m paid up until then, when Rook decides to throw out my old junk and rent it to somebody else.’ 
 
    I thought back to the first and only night I had spent in Lara’s apartment overlooking Ichabod’s Cove. She and Ariadne had pleasured me with their bodies in a night I would never forget as the sun had set in the distance. 
 
    Even after considering that it was the first threesome of my life, the place itself had been amazing. It was a rare location, and an even rarer spot of seclusion in such a crowded area. 
 
    ‘How do you think he would feel about selling it to us?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Selling the apartment?’ Lara said in bewilderment. ‘I have no idea. He owns the whole building. It’s rare that property ever comes up for sale in the cove as it is. It’s one of the safest places in the area. He would probably be pretty reluctant about it.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no harm in trying, right? Why don’t we make a trip there?’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like a damn good idea to me. You need a new sword, too.’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with my sword?’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong with your sword?’ She repeated. ‘You kill a mother wolf, one of the fabled beasts of the forest, losing your horse and your starter weapon in the process, and the first thing you do is craft another one of the same quality.’ 
 
    ‘So?’ 
 
    ‘So you’re a tribe master. You need a weapon that says you are. You may have proved yourself a formidable fighter so far, but one well-calculated hit from an enemy and you’ll find yourself turned into a skewered piece of meat. You need a weapon that cuts down your foes without you needing to think about it.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds absolutely ideal,’ I said. ‘Just one question; where the hell do I find a sword like that?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a weapons vendor in Ichabod’s Cove that I visit every so often for arrows. Another reason to make the trip there.’ 
 
    It was mid-afternoon when we arrived back at the tribal land. Alorion was scaling the fence and alerted Tormus to my presence, and within minutes the horses were back in the field and the carts were parked in the stable. 
 
    ‘Another totem, Jack,’ Alorion said. ‘It appeared while you were away.’ 
 
    The last time a totem had appeared on the land, it had emerged without warning. This new addition to my collection of totems was something that I could only pin down to my accomplishment of claiming a section of land beyond our borders. 
 
    They were like achievements, popping up in response to new successes. 
 
    I crossed to the new totem that was facing the southern side of the land, now occupied only by Jeremiah’s old house and the horses. 
 
    Atop the eighth marble column was a carving of a small vial. 
 
    Construct potions table – 100GP 
 
    The only potion that I had come into contact with in Agraria was the Potion of Haste that I had looted from the bandits, whose corpses were still buried in the forest. Drinking it with Ariadne had been one of the most incredible experiences of my life; we had covered miles in a ridiculous amount of time. 
 
    Compared to my initial unlocks this was a much steeper cost, but things had to scale. I figured that the more advanced totems that were appearing would have to cost more considering the more powerful benefits I would reap from them. 
 
    I purchased the totem, my total stores of gold dipping to 3400GP. 
 
    The ground gave a familiar rumble, and a yard beyond the totem a sturdy wooden table exploded from the ground, seemingly unscathed by the earth. Upon it was a heavy book which quickly became shrouded in shadow as a small, open-fronted shack jolted up around the table as a form of protection from the elements. 
 
    I stepped up to the table and attempted to pick up the vial, but it was stuck firmly to the table. Instead of lifting up, it gave off a window that illustrated the potion table’s inventory. 
 
    Potion beaker x5 
 
    Sunleaf x2 
 
    Bone Dust x1 
 
    I closed the window and tapped the book. A crafter’s window appeared where I could drag items from my inventory, and a list of basic potions flickered into place next to it. 
 
    Potion of Healing – Heals minor wounds and injuries 
 
    Potion of Haste – Increases movement speed for several minutes 
 
    Potion of Durability – Increases resistance to injuries for several minutes 
 
    I tapped the three items and examined the required ingredients to construct them. I hadn’t heard of the herbs and materials required for the second and third potions, but for a Potion of Healing I only needed the sunleaf and bone dust that came with the table. 
 
    I crafted the Potion of Healing and it appeared in my hand, an orange liquid in a vial. 
 
    ‘Something new, master?’ 
 
    Santana appeared by my side, wrapping an arm around me and snuggling up to my shoulder. Her natural scent resembled roses; I couldn’t help but pull her closer. 
 
    ‘Potions,’ I said. ‘This looks like it’s going to be very useful in the future. Don’t suppose you know anything about them?’ 
 
    ‘Quite a lot, actually. Many plants from the forest can be used as ingredients in them. I spent a lot of time exploring the forests when I was growing up, and my knowledge is reasonably expansive.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said, running my hand through her hair as I examined the potion. ‘How are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘Me? I’m okay. It will be strange being away from my father, but we are both strong people. He is only a few miles away, and I can visit any time I want. Besides, there’s something comforting about the fact that the land officially belongs to the tribe. He feels closer somehow.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Listen, I’m going to need you to hold down the land from tomorrow. Ariadne, Lara and I are heading to Ichabod’s Cove to pick up a few things.’ 
 
    ‘And you are leaving me here?’ She said, her mouth falling agape. 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m doing, I just-’ 
 
    ‘I am joking,’ she grinned. ‘What, like you are the only person who can make a joke?’ 
 
    ‘You’re a demon,’ I smiled, kissing her. ‘I love you, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’ 
 
    Back on Earth, saying I love you to a girl you had known less for a month would have sent her running a mile, but out here it was normal, especially with the connection that Santana and I had. Our first time in the forest had been electric. And our second time… 
 
    ‘How do you feel after last night?’ 
 
    ‘In a word…?’ She mulled on the thought for a moment. ‘Excited. We’ve done that, but with Ariadne and Lara there…’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t too much, was it?’ 
 
    ‘Gods, no. I felt… Complete. If that makes sense? By the end I had to fight to stop my hands from shaking. If anything I want more. I couldn’t stop smiling…’ 
 
    Neither could I. Santana was a fighter – not in terms of swinging swords or throwing punches, but in her persona and her bravery. Her riding skills were the only reason that I was still alive after our chase through the forest two weeks ago, but there was a side to her that was still getting used to the world beyond the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    ‘It’s our day off,’ I said. ‘What do you say we relax for the night?’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like an excellent idea, master.’ 
 
    Lara and Ariadne joined us. Afterwards we bathed and filled our canteens with moonseed, mixed in with the last of the milk left over from the taurems that now resided at the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    We remained naked, crawling under the thin sheets of the large bed in my treehouse and drifting off to sleep together in the midst of perfect, unremembered dreams. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    Now was peacetime, but I still hadn’t gotten used to leaving the tribal lands with few of my citizens present. Even if we had a defensive perimeter, I was always weary. 
 
    Santana, Tormus and Eri were all armed with basic weapons, as well as Santana’s crossbow, in the unlikely event that anything decided to jump the fence. I had created ten bolts for the crossbow just a few days ago with some iron bars purchased at the trading post and some wood from the forest. She hadn’t practiced, but she had proven herself to have a steady hand on more than a few occasions in the short time that I had known her. 
 
    In addition, Alorion was routinely scaling the perimeter fence on lookout duty. His eyes were quick and he moved just as quickly. It was my intention in the future to add guard towers too, but Alorion’s fast feet would do for the time being. 
 
    Lara, Ariadne and I took the journey to Ichabod’s Cove on horseback. Ariadne sat behind me on Arabelle while Lara rode Myranthia, who dragged a cart in tow. 
 
    By the time we reached the 200-yard stretch that led to the gigantic sea-monster jawbones that framed the entrance, we slowed and blended in among the other travelling traders making their way. 
 
    We hitched the horses in the shade of the veranda at the lowest level of the cove just a few yards above the water splashing against the rocks and set off towards The Drunken Steed. 
 
    ‘Does it feel weird being back here?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Not really,’ Lara replied. ‘I might have called it my home for years but I spent more time in the forests.’ 
 
    ‘Talking of hunting,’ Ariadne said. ‘Can I take a look at your bow? I’ve always wanted to.’ 
 
    Lara pulled her bow from over her shoulder without hesitation and handed it to Ariadne, who examined it. 
 
    ‘Oh, so it isn’t just me who’s using a starter weapon.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I have the skills to outweigh the quality of it. I’m nostalgic over it. I’ve had it for a long time.’ 
 
    ‘So if we got you a new bow that was better in every way you would still hold onto that one? That’s what you’re telling me?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I’d hoard it in my inventory.’ 
 
    ‘Judging by your apartment I would never have called you a hoarder.’ 
 
    ‘Just messy,’ Ariadne said from my right side. 
 
    ‘Wo-o-ow,’ Lara laughed, rounding to her and hugging her from the side, ‘please, girl-who-sheds-hair-from-her-fox-ears, tell me more.’ 
 
    ‘Aw!’ Ariadne exclaimed in mock shock. ‘I think that in my time sharing a bed with you I have shed ten hairs. That is not me.’ 
 
    ‘It must be you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re exaggerating.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘But I still love you, just as our master does.’ 
 
    They shared a smile together, and I managed to glance over at them fast enough to hide my expression. Having three wives was enough of a change, but knowing that they all got along made it so much better. 
 
    Things could change, of course, but I was the master – it was my job to settle disputes. 
 
    We made the walk along boards and gangplanks, getting a greater view onto the bay that the cove surrounded and the myriad merchant ships that were stationed in the water. 
 
    In the higher reaches of the cove’s structures we arrived at The Drunken Steed. The troll at the front door gave us the same third-degree as he had the first time we had entered the place, but when he saw Lara he simply nodded and stepped aside. 
 
    It was well before midday when we wandered into the dim light of the bar. Only a few quiet drinkers were scattered about the room, but Rook, the dwarven bartender and landlord, was still stood behind the bar. 
 
    ‘Lara!’ He shouted out, loudly setting down a glass he was cleaning upon the counter and hardly initiating a stir in the passed-out goblin whose forehead was pressed against the bar top. ‘I was beginning to think you had skipped town!’ 
 
    ‘True and not true,’ she replied. 
 
    ‘That right?’ He said, raising an eyebrow. He turned to look at me and his face lit up with a smile. ‘And you! Where’s that imp of yours? I would love to have him as my guest of honor here on a busy night.’ 
 
    ‘He’s back at our home, unfortunately,’ I smiled. ‘Although I’m sure he’ll come back if I suggest the idea, so long as you’ve got a crate of Morinthian’s in stock.’ 
 
    ‘He’s the only one who drinks it, but for him I’ll order a fresh crate any day.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll pass the message.’ 
 
    ‘So it can’t be coincidence that you arrive here after weeks on the day your rent’s due,’ he continued, returning to Lara. ‘Here to extend?’ 
 
    ‘That depends,’ I cut in. ‘We might be here to make a deal.’ 
 
    ‘That so? And what kind of deal would that be?’ 
 
    I expected a defensive response from Rook, but instead I was met with genuine curiosity. 
 
    ‘Would you be open to selling the room upstairs? Outright, I mean.’ 
 
    Rook eyed the three of us for a long moment. 
 
    ‘Potentially. But it would have to be worth my while.’ 
 
    ‘How much would you be looking for?’ 
 
    ‘You tell me what your offer is.’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘You’re the one asking.’ 
 
    ‘But I don’t know how much you value this building.’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ Rook said, exhaling and taking a short pause. ‘Lara pays 200GP a month, which is a price that’s beyond fair. I also supply her with plenty of custom, of which I take a share of the profits. Speaking of which, I’m still looking for my share off the back-end of that manticap you killed just north of here…’ 
 
    ‘There wasn’t much to speak of,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘That can’t be the only reason,’ I said. ‘200GP sounds like a pretty low price to rent a room giving one of the best views in Agraria.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not the only reason,’ Rook admitted. ‘She’s been a model renter since she started living here years ago. No doubt you’ve had the pleasure of seeing many of the drunks that come out here at night. Hell, half of them pass through here every night, if only for one drink.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason to leave it to us. We’ll never cause any trouble. We probably won’t even be here most of the time. I’m just… Expanding my property portfolio, shall we say?’ 
 
    Rook looked me up and down. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I don’t know what that means. But you don’t seem like too much of an asshole. Okay, for you? 3000GP and I’ll let it go.’ 
 
    That would almost completely clean me out. 
 
    ‘That seems a little steep. How about 2000GP, and we shake hands on it?’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way I can let it go for that. Land in the cove is worth a fortune. Nobody around here is selling.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you said that Lara was a trustworthy renter.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ she said. ‘I never gave you any trouble or brought any back with me.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Rook replied. ‘But for 2000GP I would need something else to sweeten the deal.’ 
 
    ‘What did you have in mind?’ 
 
    Rook took another pause, running a hand through his long beard. 
 
    ‘Any of you folks ever heard of the Black Patch?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods…’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘I’ve had to hear this story twenty times since it happened. The Black Patch is a swamp downriver, further south from here. Insects and mud and dirty water… And plenty of things that don’t like visitors.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not only home to animals,’ Rook interjected. ‘Months ago there was a merchant vessel called the Mossley that became shipwrecked out there after a terrible storm.’ 
 
    ‘Allegedly,’ Lara cut in. ‘You’re failing to add in the part where-’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting to that part. Why would I leave out the most important part?’ 
 
    Ariadne and I shared a smile. 
 
    ‘The most important part,’ Rook continued, ‘is that the Mossley wasn’t a merchant vessel. It belonged to a group of smugglers who were transporting a case of Old Molly that they had lifted from a reclusive old tribe master, far, far west of here.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is Old Molly?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Rum,’ Rook said gruffly, leaning over the bar to me and giving me a rotten-toothed smile. ‘Best rum in all of Agraria. Only a few hundred bottles were made by a tribe years ago. Nobody has been able to recreate it. But the Mossley was carrying a crate of the stuff, and the ship was lost, never to be seen again. The last place it was seen was heading through the Black Patch. Dangerous land, make no mistake.’ 
 
    ‘Why go that way if it’s so dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Why do anything in remote and dangerous places? Because you won’t get caught with your britches down. Smugglers are willing to take the risk heading through there.’ 
 
    ‘But what makes it dangerous?’ 
 
    ‘Many legends exist. Creatures, monsters, and the like. All from the drunk sailors that grace the floors of my tavern with their vomit of course. Here is my deal: 2000GP for the room, but I want five bottles of Old Molly. That stuff is like gold. For every additional bottle you bring me I’ll knock off 100GP.’ 
 
    ‘Apologies for cutting in,’ Ariadne said. She had been quiet for most of our conversation so far. ‘There’s one thing I’m guessing – I will wager that this Old Molly of yours is worth a lot more than 100GP per bottle, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed it is.’ 
 
    ‘What’s stopping us from selling it?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘You can try, but you won’t get very far. Everybody knows that that stuff is stolen goods, and most won’t touch it. Those that will… You probably won’t want to deal with them, unless you’ve got plenty of firepower behind you.’ 
 
    That was one thing I didn’t have. 
 
    ‘I’ve got the right connections to move it,’ Rook continued. ‘Or keep it here in my private collection.’ 
 
    I looked Rook in the eye. 
 
    ‘Give us a few minutes.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    We took up Lara’s table in the corner of the room and spoke in hushed tones around it. 
 
    ‘This seems like nonsense,’ I started, looking at Lara. ‘Last time we came here you made me a similar deal in exchange for services. Do you remember? It entailed risking our lives. Now we’re heading into an area known to be dangerous in search of a pirate ship, only to knock off some gold from the asking price of the apartment. I’ve got that gold right now.’ 
 
    ‘But it would almost completely wipe us out,’ Lara said. ‘We could probably make the gold back over the next few weeks, but it would set us back financially.’ 
 
    ‘There are other potential upsides,’ Ariadne added. ‘We could still keep the Old Molly and move it in the future once the connections between our tribes and others build up.’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne’s right,’ Lara said. ‘Rum, just like most other spirits, lasts for years. This stuff won’t have been touched.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not all. If the sailors on board the Mossley really were smugglers, there will be other items of value on board the ship. Gold pieces, other spirits, precious ores…’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ I agreed. ‘If this thing was brought down a storm, then the items on board won’t have been touched. Even if there are monsters out there, it will be abandoned.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Monsters of the wilds have no interest in the objects that sentient beings value. Their priorities revolve around killing and eating. That’s all.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ Lara said. ‘So, worst case scenario we end up being bled out and eaten.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ Ariadne said casually. ‘Not necessarily in that order.’ 
 
    ‘Awesome’ I said sarcastically. ‘Before you mentioned all of this about hidden riches I was ready to run a mile, but now that we’ve got that going for us it seems much sweeter. Let’s do this.’ 
 
    I crossed back over to Rook. 
 
    ‘So what do you say, human? Have we got a deal?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got yourself a deal.’ 
 
    We shook hands and I accepted the conditions. 
 
      
 
    It was still early in the day when we left the tavern. Finding a vessel to provide us passage downriver to the Black Patch was on my to-do list, but before that we had to kit ourselves out with some supplies. 
 
    Lara led us to a potions merchant where we picked up Potion of Durability x3 and Potion of Healing x2, bringing our total to three of each including the first that I had created back at the tribal land. The potions cost 20GP each, bringing our total to 3280GP. 
 
    In the event that we found ourselves in a confrontation with any of the unspoken beasts of the wild we were covered, but what happened after a fight wasn’t my priority; what happened during it was. 
 
    Our second stop was at the weapons merchant that Lara had spoken of. Sucker Stab was a pretty damn weird name for a weapon store, but the sheer ballsy nature of the name made me smile and happy to give the place a shot. 
 
    I still had my hand on the handle of my sword as I entered, but the notion seemed stupid – people who sold weapons were the last individuals I intended to fuck with, seeing as they were literally surrounded by them all day. 
 
    The interior of the building was well-lit. Opposite us was a counter, behind which was stood a human male with his hands set upon the wooden surface. The sight of him was both refreshing and intimidating; there was a knowing look in his eyes as he looked across at me and nodded suspiciously, while his appearance was a welcome change from the various magical beings that I had been surrounded by since I had arrived in Agraria. 
 
    He was around six-feet tall with thinning dark hair and simple clothes hanging off his lean frame. A sharp nose sat below his inquisitive blue eyes. 
 
    Behind the counter on the wall opposite the door, a vast array of weapons were situated. There were axes, swords and hammers, both one and two-handed, as well as bows and crossbows, spears and knives, all hanging from pegs like meticulously organised tools in a well-organised suburban garage. 
 
    To our right by a set of stairs that led up to the storeroom upstairs was a round table. Another human and a goblin were sat at wooden chairs, drinking from flagons of mead and talking quietly. 
 
    They acknowledged us briefly, raising their glasses before returning to their quiet conversation. 
 
    ‘Yes, sir,’ the man at the counter said. ‘Morgan Ashwood, trader of weapons, at your service. What can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m in the market for a two-handed sword,’ I replied, retrieving the basic weapon from my scabbard. ‘Something a little more powerful than this.’ 
 
    ‘A grunt’s weapon,’ Morgan replied as I set the weapon down on the counter and he examined it. ‘Reliable, but basic.’ 
 
    He turned to the wall behind him, tracing the stock with his finger, then jumped up onto the back counter, retrieved another two-hander and presented it before me by my own. 
 
    The stark difference was immediately apparent. It gleamed with a much greater shine than my own, the blade was sharper, and the dark leather that bound the handle looked much more sophisticated. 
 
    But looks always made me sceptical. It was what it could do, not its appearance. 
 
    ‘It might look the part,’ I said. ‘But what difference does it make from my own?’ 
 
    ‘A lighter blade and a sharper edge, sir. The handle also provides for a greater grip. That said, as far as I’m concerned, if you’ve seen one of these you’ve seen them all.’ 
 
    I picked up the two-hander. The difference was immediately apparent – the trader had been completely honest. Everything he had said about it not only looked true, but felt it too. 
 
    ‘Brave thing for a weapons trader to say.’ 
 
    ‘I very rarely have repeat customers. Those who buy melee weapons either die quickly or are smart enough that they don’t need to buy another. Most of my coin these days is made from ammunition. Speaking of which,’ he said, turning to Lara. ‘That’s a fine bow you’ve got there. 
 
    ‘You ought to know, you sold it to me.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. I’ve got some obsidian arrows in stock if you were in the market.’ 
 
    ‘They give a deeper cut,’ Lara said, turning to me. ‘Take our enemies down much faster.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take 20,’ I said. ‘How much for those and the sword?’ 
 
    ‘450GP.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Like I said, if you’re a smart man – which you evidently are – you won’t need to buy another sword. I receive little repeat business from my customers, aside from ammunition.’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne?’ 
 
    I turned to my foxgirl. She had been carefully examining the weapons upon the wall. 
 
    ‘How much are the twin blades?’ She asked, pointing to a pair of scimitars right behind Morgan. 
 
    He turned to examine them. 
 
    ‘I’ll give you everything for 800GP.’ 
 
    ‘You’re sure you’re comfortable with the change from throwing knives?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely, master,’ she said confidently. ‘I need something with more bite.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll take all of it,’ I continued, returning to Morgan. 
 
    My total gold count ticked down, but we were fully equipped for our voyage. We got a quick breakfast of taurem meat and eggs at one of the vendors, bought a little extra for the journey to reside in our inventories, and filled our water canteens to the brim. 
 
    With the 800GP spent on weapons and another 10GP on food, my total ticked down to 2470GP. It was double what I needed to pay for the apartment, not including anything that we retrieved in our travels. 
 
    Stocked up, we arrived at the docks and took in the familiar but unwelcome scent of fish and river water. 
 
    We split up and inquired with no less than twelve different captains whose ships were docked to the port. The ships themselves couldn’t have varied more; some were small, belonging only to a single small-time trader who was bringing shipments of junk up and down the river, while others were manned by a twenty-strong crew and were transporting literal tons of produce on gigantic sailboats. 
 
    There was one thing that they all seemed to have in common, though – nobody wanted to go anywhere near the Black Patch. 
 
    ‘You’re fucking crazy.’ 
 
    ‘Turn right around and go back in-land, half-wit.’ 
 
    ‘I’d rather shit in my own hands and clap, human.’ 
 
    ‘How wasted do you think I am?’ 
 
    The last one proved to be true, but it applied to somebody different than the sailor who had said it. 
 
    Because the only sailor who would take us was an actual drunkard. 
 
    I knew we had our man as we approached his tiny vessel. It was a rusty, derelict fishing boat with enough space for four of us at a push. 
 
    ‘Hello?’ Ariadne called out as we approached. ‘Is anybody in there? Hello?’ 
 
    The boat looked abandoned, but as I smacked a hand against its metal side, there was a shriek of sudden waking and a loud, dull thunk as the owner of the boat hit his head against the underside of the desk in the small cabin. 
 
    ‘Eughhh…’ A voice from within groaned. ‘Who the fuck’s out there? Whaddya want? If this is about the docking payment just give me a few more days. I’ll have it, I promise…’ 
 
    The voice sounded like it had been dipped in whisky and thrown into the bay to cool off. 
 
    Ariadne shrugged at me, and a moment later the man himself appeared. 
 
    ‘Who the fuck are you people?’ 
 
    ‘Paying customers,’ I said. ‘If you’re offering your services, that is.’ 
 
    ‘Look, I may be on the bones of my ass, but I’m not sucking anyone’s dick. I hear some of the tribes run brothels, if that’s what you’re interested in...’ 
 
    ‘I’m not interesting in anything like that,’ I said. ‘I need passage downriver.’ 
 
    At that proposition, the man himself finally appeared, and his name was- 
 
    ‘Captain Archibald Montague,’ he said, staggering up and making an effort to stand up straight. It was obvious that he was an elf, but in contrast to the few others that I had seen in Agraria – and read about in Earth’s myths – he was anything but graceful. 
 
    He still had the lean, thin arms and legs of an elf, his purple skin covering a body that easily stood eight-feet tall. His face was scattered with patchy stubble, standing above an undershirt with all the buttons undone, exposing a pot-belly that was completely, unashamedly left out in the open. 
 
    A pair of grey pants thankfully covered his legs, while only one of his feet possessed an old leather boot that looked like it had been fished out of the bay a while back. 
 
    He leaned out a hand to shake, but I just nodded at him and he withdrew it. 
 
    ‘You can call me Captain Archie,’ he continued, patting the ship. ‘This is the River Gulp. She may not look like much, but she’s the most reliable vessel in all of the cove. What can she and I do for you?’ 
 
    I was already regretting even starting a conversation with the guy, but there was no harm in trying. 
 
    ‘We need passage to the Black Patch,’ I said, getting straight to the point. ‘I don’t suppose you could take us there?’ 
 
    He looked between the three of us. More than a few of the sailors had eyed up Ariadne and Lara, and I had become an expert in telling people that I would kill them with my eyes over the last half hour, and I was ready to do the same here, but that isn’t what happened. He kept his view firmly at eye-level with myself and my wives. 
 
    ‘Of course, sir, of course.’ He bowed low and stood back up. ‘I can take you there right now.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. I spend much of my time there as it is.’ 
 
    Even if the ship was a piece of shit, after all of our rejection I felt like this was too good to be true. 
 
    ‘I’ve been told it’s the most dangerous place on this section of the river. What the hell are you doing spending all of your time there?’ 
 
    ‘I have…’ Captain Archie burped loudly, looked confused at the fact that that had just happened at all, then looked back at me, ‘very little to live for, and also so much to live for at the same time. Since so few vessels are willing to even go near that section of river, the quantities of fresh fish in the area are in abundance. High risk, high reward, you see?’ 
 
    ‘I see.’ 
 
    ‘And…’ He moved to the edge of the boat, just a few feet from me, and looked me hard in the eye. I held my gaze. ‘Seeing as you are going the same way, I’m sure that you are risking your lives for a similarly high reward.’ 
 
    I couldn’t help but smile back at him. Even if I didn’t exactly understand his cryptic mantra, he understood me. 
 
    We paid him 5GP each and set sail less than ten minutes later. 
 
    The captain may have been well over the limit for commandeering a boat back on Earth but he knew his way around the small fishing boat, even if there was hardly room for us all to sit down in it. 
 
    We left the bay in the shadow of the huge ships floating all around us, reaching the river and heading further south. 
 
    Considering the various things in the forest that had already tried to kill us on numerous occasions, I had no doubt that the water below us was also full of similar creatures. 
 
    That said, it was still beautiful. Despite the movement of ships up and down the river in constant droves, the water was a pleasant blue-green, spanning around thirty yards from one side to the other. A few yards beyond the river bank on both sides the forest began. 
 
    For once, people en-masse had done a damn good job of not destroying something beautiful. The ships didn’t shed waste, with all those that I had seen operating via rudders and sails. 
 
    Well, except for ours. 
 
    ‘How long will the journey take, captain?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘In these conditions? An hour, perhaps,’ he replied confidently. ‘Of course, we could get there a lot faster, if you’re willing to put in a little work.’ 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Here,’ Captain Archie said, fishing a pair of oars from inside the cabin next to a fishing rod. He moved to hand them to Ariadne but stopped, examining her face. ‘Have you and I met before?’ 
 
    ‘No, I don’t think so.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Quite sure, Captain Archie.’ 
 
    ‘Huh… Those ears of yours just ring a bell. Of course I did used to have a sailor’s hat just like that.’ 
 
    ‘With ears on it?’ 
 
    ‘Not real ones.’ 
 
    He handed an oar over to Ariadne, who shot me a look and frowned. 
 
    ‘Pass one to your friend there and start paddling,’ he said. ‘I’ll do the steering.’ 
 
    Ariadne moved to pass it to Lara, but the captain caught her. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘You said pass it to my friend.’ 
 
    ‘To your man-friend,’ he corrected, before pointing over at Lara. ‘I need her to use that bow of hers.’ 
 
    ‘… What for?’ Lara said suspiciously. 
 
    ‘Protection.’ 
 
    ‘From what?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing bad. Most of the feral tribes left here long ago, but occasionally a straggler will fire an arrow at the boat.’ 
 
    ‘Wonderful,’ I muttered under my breath. 
 
    ‘How do you protect yourself when you’re alone?’ Lara asked, quickly pulling her bow from over her shoulder, loading an arrow and scanning the treeline. ‘Steer with one hand and throw rocks with the other?’ 
 
    ‘No. I usually just keep my head down.’ He laughed hysterically, the sound of it like a seal. The noise itself made all three of us laugh in response. ‘No,’ he continued, his face suddenly falling flat, ‘I genuinely duck and hope for the best.’ 
 
    Lara crouched at the front of the boat with an arrow at the ready for the next section of our journey while Ariadne and I paddled the boat on either side. I had never sailed before and I was doubtful about the effort giving us any extra speed at all, but it actually moved us faster along our path. 
 
    Still, I couldn’t help glancing at the trees constantly in search of movement. 
 
    A few miles downriver, the stream split into two sections. The larger, thirty-yard passage that we had been following proceeded straight ahead, but another route only twenty yards in diameter deviated off to the right, cutting into the forest. 
 
    The midday sun glowed down upon us but things somehow became darker the further we travelled along this new stretch of water. The trees grew taller and thinner, their branches dipping down over the river like hovering claws. 
 
    ‘What kind of fish are you looking for out here?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘All kinds, any that I can sell. I would like to buy a bigger boat someday, have my own fleet even.’ 
 
    ‘How’s that going?’ 
 
    ‘Well.’ 
 
    I raised my eyebrow at him. He smiled. 
 
    ‘I am aware of how this appears, human, but I aim to live on as little gold as possible. All of my gold resides in a safe location which only I am aware of.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a damn frugal lifestyle.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, that’s exactly what it is!’ He smiled. 
 
    ‘So you’re going to build up your business and retire?’ 
 
    ‘Retire? Gods, no. I am going to become richer and richer until I am worthy.’ 
 
    ‘Worthy of what?’ 
 
    ‘Do you not think that it is strange that an elf is living out here on his own?’ 
 
    ‘I had thought to ask,’ Ariadne cut in from the other side of the boat. ‘But I had no intention of being rude seeing as you are our host.’ She turned to me. ‘High elves do not tend to leave their tribes unless banished. They work as a collective.’ 
 
    ‘Is that what happened to you?’ I asked the captain. 
 
    ‘In a way. But I banished myself.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you do that?’ 
 
    ‘There was a woman in my tribe named Coria. She was the most beautiful of all my people. I loved her very much, but she chose to marry my friend Caspar. He was richer than I, came from a better family within our tribe, was more charming… Everything that I do not have. 
 
    ‘I could not fathom the heartache. She was my first love… So I left, to make a better man of myself. One day I will return, and she will see what I have become, and see that I am worthy. She will leave Caspar and come to me, and we will live happily.’ 
 
    ‘You know,’ I replied. ‘I used to know a guy like that in a land far from here. His name was Gatsby. Same situation as you. He tried to do the exact same thing.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ He said turning to me intently. ‘How did that work out?’ 
 
    The captain was at least somewhat self-aware, but every one of his actions and words, no matter how much sense they had made up till now, had been doused in a drunken daze. 
 
    This was the first time, though, that he had shown genuine interest. His eyes lit up with lucid anticipation. 
 
    I could have broken his heart and told him that Gatsby had died face down in his private pool, shot to death after the woman of his dreams turned out to not care about him in the slightest. 
 
    But what the hell would have been the point? 
 
    ‘And… She went back to him and they lived happily ever after.’ 
 
    ‘A role model,’ the captain grinned. 
 
    I kept paddling, smiling and shaking my head at the endless characters this place had to offer. 
 
    This was a land of lost souls, of divorced societies and cultures, untamed wilds and broken people, and Captain Archie was no different. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    An arrow slammed into the side of the boat on my side. A few inches higher and it would have hit me right in the stomach. 
 
    ‘Shit…! Get down!’ 
 
    Ariadne and I hit the deck while Lara spun around, drawing her arrow and scanning the forest for a moment. It took her seconds to find her target. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    The arrow flew into the trees. A grunt followed, and through the trees a green humanoid creature dressed in ragged clothes fell into the river with an arrow straight through his chest. 
 
    ‘Oh, would you look at that,’ Captain Archie said casually. ‘You got him. Wood elves. I swear by the gods, they act all high and mighty, but leave them out in the wilderness and they turn into savages just like anybody else would.’ 
 
    We all turned and shot him the driest look that we could collectively muster. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘We’re here.’ 
 
    We had been slowing the boat on the captain’s orders for a little while now. I could still make out the sun, but things were darker than ever. The trees out here were thin but in abundance, working together to block the light from finding us. 
 
    This would be a terrible place to die. 
 
    The water had become shallower, the ground beneath caked with mud; I knew because we hit it five yards from the shoreline. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid that I cannot get you any closer.’ 
 
    I made payment to the captain, and the four of us stood on the edge of the boat, looking into the darkened swamps of the Black Patch. 
 
    Right where we had stopped I could make out a gap in the trees and a small path. 
 
    ‘Do you know if there’s anybody else out there?’ I asked the captain. 
 
    ‘I have occasionally brought members of a small organisation out here. They are researchers attempting to find a rare plant. There are also smugglers who once used the land out there for storing produce. The river used to move beyond here, but after that storm a few months ago this section became even worse. Almost impossible to get through now. Only the gods know what is out there.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said you would risk your life for riches.’ 
 
    ‘I will, but even I am not stupid enough to go in there, and I’m shot at on a reasonably regular basis. Those researchers I told you about? I have never seen any of them since dropping them here.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe I’d be insulted by the word stupid, but you might be right. Can you pick us up?’ 
 
    ‘When?’ 
 
    ‘Say, dusk?’ 
 
    ‘Agreed. Just don’t be late. I don’t sail the rivers after dark.’ 
 
    ‘Deal. I’ll pay you the fee when we next meet.’ 
 
    ‘If we next meet.’ 
 
    I shot him a look. 
 
    We had around seven or eight hours by my best guess to find the Mossley, recover the Old Molly and any other riches we could get our hands on, and get back to shore. 
 
    I hopped from the boat, landing ankle deep in watery mud. My boots kept me mostly dry as I pushed to the more solid path that led into the darkness of the swamp, followed closely by Ariadne and Lara. 
 
    ‘Best of luck, keen adventurers!’ Captain Archie shouted, using one of the oars to push his boat from the shore before drifting off and out of sight. 
 
    Before I knew it, we were alone in the unknown wilds. With no immediate threat present I drew my sword, and the girls did the same with their own weapons. 
 
    Nodding to them silently, I turned and led us into the darkness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    The moment we entered the Black Patch, I knew it was a place that I had no desire to visit again. 
 
    The path that we walked switched at random intervals between relatively stable sections of stone and stretches of mud that took us ankle-deep. If that wasn’t bad enough, the path spun off into other paths that either drifted into the unseen reaches of the swamp or re-joined our path further ahead. 
 
    We could only move forward. 
 
    Sunlight slipped through occasionally, lighting up a place that didn’t want to be seen. All around us there were thin, reedy trees that swarmed together to create the floating canopy overhead that stopped the sky from finding us. 
 
    Insects chirped persistently in the dirty water, refusing to let up until there was a rapid splashing from an unseen creature that put us all on edge, then silence. 
 
    At every sound we halted, searching the reeds, but saw nothing. 
 
    ‘I don’t think this place is as big as it seems,’ I said. ‘A mile or two across, maybe.’ 
 
    ‘That is still a big enough space to contain plenty of secrets,’ Ariadne said, her twin blades hanging from her hands at her sides. 
 
    ‘Maybe, but hopefully this ship should be easy enough to find.’ 
 
    ‘It is more likely to be split into parts,’ Lara said. ‘When the flood swept in it would likely have destroyed the ship, or at least separated it in two.’ 
 
    ‘Let’s just hope that the Old Molly is still on-board. I really don’t feel like heading off the path.’ 
 
    ‘Shh…’ 
 
    Ariadne and I spun to look at Lara. She had raised a hand to silence us and was staring at the ground, focusing on listening. We both followed suit, I relying almost solely on Ariadne’s fox-ears; they might have been more sensitive to sound, but Lara had spent more time in the wilds than both of us put together. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    We all looked off to the right, raising our weapons. I searched through the reeds, the silhouette of each bouncing off the next and the next, forming an endlessly moving canvas. 
 
    A gust of wind swept by. Suddenly something moved among the shadowy lines – it seemed to rise up from the ground, pass between the reeds and dip back down. 
 
    ‘There,’ I whispered. 
 
    ‘What?’ Lara said, aiming an arrow into the reeds without a target. ‘What do you see?’ 
 
    I continued searching for the thing, but it had vanished. 
 
    ‘Nothing. Let’s keep moving.’ 
 
    Every sound set my senses alight. When a stimulus sets off in your surroundings, your ears are the first thing to hear and therefore the first to react. They inform everything else – your balance, your sight, even what you can taste and smell. When it comes down to it, your ears rule supreme. 
 
    The only problem was that right now, the drippings and the insects and the occasional splashing of water all collectively ruled my sense of sound. 
 
    It had been a few hundred yards since crossing the riverbed when we turned a corner and saw the first living thing for miles that didn’t live in the water. 
 
    It was crouched along the path just ahead, its hands occasionally splashing against the water. 
 
    I didn’t have time to register whether it was a threat or not. 
 
    I attempted to approach quietly, my sword at the ready. I intended to bring the blade to its throat, but with a single footstep – one that I thought was quiet – the being stood sharply and spun around with the reflexes of a soldier, brandishing a large hunting knife. 
 
    ‘Back away, fiends!’ The gravelly but feminine voice shouted. She swung a torch with her other hand, illuminating a fierce human face belonging to a woman in her 40s. Her grey hair was tied back in a tight bun behind her head. She was wearing brown leather clothes that were stained with mud, both dried and soaking wet. 
 
    My wives drew their weapons sharply over my shoulders, and I kept mine at the ready. 
 
    ‘Slow down,’ I said loudly. ‘We’re not seeking to cause any trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘We’re just…’ I tried to think of an excuse. I didn’t think I would need to come up with one in the middle of nowhere like this, so I decided to go for broke. ‘We’re out here looking for a shipwreck, if you want me to be real with you. We don’t want to get into a fight.’ 
 
    The woman eyed me for a moment, then lost interest in me altogether as she looked past me. 
 
    I followed her line of sight to Ariadne. 
 
    ‘You…’ She said, staring at my foxgirl. ‘Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t get to ask questions,’ I said, returning to the woman. ‘There are three of us, and one of you. Let us past.’ 
 
    The woman continued to eye Ariadne for a moment longer before returning to me and lowering her knife. 
 
    ‘Come with me. My camp is just a short walk from here.’ 
 
    I frowned at her, but before I could ask any questions she started walking. 
 
    ‘Do we follow her?’ Ariadne asked in a hushed tone. 
 
    ‘We don’t have a choice,’ I replied. ‘There’s only one way ahead. She seems to like you.’ 
 
    ‘I noticed that.’ 
 
    ‘Could she be part of the expedition?’ Lara asked. ‘The one that Captain Archie was talking about?’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible. Let’s keep moving, but like she said, keep your weapons drawn.’ 
 
    We continued onwards, catching up with the woman and following her along the makeshift trail through the darkened swamp. My eyes were on her at all times, while Lara kept a lookout on our six and Ariadne scoured the dark water either side for any signs of a threat. 
 
    ‘My name is Mavis,’ she called back suddenly. ‘I am the leader of an expedition group.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve heard of you,’ I called ahead. 
 
    ‘You have? Have you also heard that I do not appreciate visitors?’ 
 
    ‘I have now.’ 
 
    That simple exchange told me everything that I needed to know about her. 
 
    Up ahead, a series of lights appeared either side of the trail. Small lanterns were hanging from intermittent reeds, and eventually we came upon the camp. 
 
    The research expedition had formed their base on a large, relatively stable patch of rock that stood a few feet above the marshy water level below. Torches filled the place, which were being constantly checked upon by another woman doing the rounds. A series of tents surrounded a large fire at the centre of the camp, while crates, barrels and tables scattered with vials and papers sat around, unmoving out here in the absence of any wind. 
 
    The woman led us through the expedition’s camp, past further members of the team. Heads turned in our direction briefly before returning to their work. 
 
    ‘Tell me,’ Lara whispered over my shoulder. ‘Why is it always we humans that are doing things like this?’ 
 
    ‘Things like what?’ 
 
    ‘Stupid things. Getting on rickety boats, researching in predator-infested swamps, and…’ 
 
    ‘Ariadne?’ 
 
    Only Lara and I knew my foxgirl’s name out here, so when it was said in the voice of a person I didn’t know, we both stopped and looked across the campfire. 
 
    ‘Lola?’ 
 
    Ariadne was staring across at a woman who had just appeared in the firelight. She was as pretty as Ariadne but her face possessed a weathered wisdom that had come with age. At my best guess she was in her 50s, wearing a pair of toughened leather pants and a ragged overshirt. 
 
    She had no boots on, though, nor any shoes to speak of; they wouldn’t have fit her large, pawed feet, which bore the same dark fur as that which sprouted from the large fox-ears upon her head, stemming up between the dark, unkempt hair that fell down to her shoulders. 
 
    Ariadne rarely ever let herself go, but in that moment I thought that she was going to walk through the fire just to get to her lost tribe member a second faster. 
 
    She managed to stave off the need, rounding the fire and embracing the first member of her old tribe that she had seen in months. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘After I knew that we were going to be overrun I managed to escape. I was in the forest for days before I arrived at an outpost far upriver. Many tribes promised safety but it was evident that they all had ulterior motives. I stumbled on the expedition there – their aims seemed dangerous but they were a group outside of a tribe that could offer safety in numbers. 
 
    ‘I have been out here for many months now, but what are you doing out here? Our tribe may have been destroyed but there are much safer places to be than here. Believe me.’ 
 
    We were sat around a large campfire in the expedition’s base.  
 
    I told her the story that Rook had told us. She listened intently the entire time. 
 
    ‘Have you seen it while you’ve been out here?’ 
 
    ‘I have. In fact, I know exactly where it is. The entire group does.’ 
 
    ‘Shit,’ I muttered. ‘If you already know where it is then I don’t doubt there are plenty of others who know too. It’ll have been totally ransacked.’ 
 
    ‘That is simply not the case,’ Lola replied. ‘It is mostly intact, and largely untouched.’ 
 
    ‘… Why?’ 
 
    ‘It is better for you to see for yourself.’ 
 
    We each took a torch and lit them before setting off deeper into the swamp. We travelled along more secure routes guided by a series of further torches lining the path, all the while clutching our own. A quarter mile along the main path we split left, where the torches became less frequent. 
 
    ‘Are these torches here as markers?’ 
 
    ‘To some extent. But most are here to keep away the sirens.’ 
 
    ‘The what?’ 
 
    ‘Sirens. There is a large hive of them in the Black Patch. Light is the only thing that keeps them away.’ 
 
    ‘Like, actual sirens?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think sirens are?’ Lara asked curiously. 
 
    ‘They’re those beautiful women that wait on rocks and entice sailors, only to drown them when they get too close.’ 
 
    ‘That is a somewhat accurate description,’ Lola said. ‘We have had a few of our team fall victim to them over the months, but we have largely stayed out of their way, and they out of ours. That said, there is no way that I would go a single second without having an abundance of light to protect us.’ 
 
    ‘What state were your team members in when you found them?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing but bones. The sirens have a taste for human flesh. They may look beautiful in their deceiving forms, but when presented with enough light their true form manifests. They are horrific beings.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll keep an eye out,’ I said. ‘What about the torches leading to the Mossley? Is that so you know how to get back to it?’ 
 
    ‘No – so we would know to stay away from it. You will see.’ 
 
    I had more than a few questions, but as the path through the reeds arced left for 50 yards then straightened out, I managed to keep my mouth shut. 
 
    The path ended abruptly, and the Mossley laid right before us. 
 
    The expedition team had set out torches around roughly half of the wreckage, lighting up the old ship. It was like a pirate vessel, with a huge deck and two large masts, one intact and one that had snapped. The wreckage itself had split in two down the centre. 
 
    The current state of the ship was strange, though – rather than the two sections splitting outwards, they instead seemed to have begun to concave inwards. It was as if they were fighting against each other to crumble into the ground, but had instead become stuck. 
 
    ‘Watch your footing,’ Lola said, holding up her torch and indicating the point where the path fell off. The mud beyond it, surrounding the vessel in a gigantic pool, sat flat and unmoving. It looked almost like concrete. ‘Would you hold this, please?’ 
 
    She passed me her torch and grabbed a nearby reed, snapping it and guiding it over to the mud. It was easily five yards long. 
 
    Lola turned it and pressed its end carefully into the mud. She was pushing it down at a diagonal angle, and it just kept going and going. 
 
    ‘How deep is this thing?’ Lara exclaimed. 
 
    ‘Very. Here.’ Lola handed the reed to her. ‘Press it down right there. Do you feel that?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. It’s solid. Can’t be the underside of the ship, though. It’s not far enough out. Is it the ground?’ 
 
    ‘No. That’s Radley. He was part of the expedition. Stumbled out here drunk in the night and found it by complete accident. Drowned trying to get to the boat. His shouts for help are the only reason we found it in the first place. By the time we got here he was already up to his shoulders. We tried to get him out but there was nothing we could do. It’s like falling into a pool of tree sap.’ 
 
    ‘My god,’ I muttered. ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not. He was an incredibly unpleasant man. I was glad to know he was gone. At least now I can sleep well without having to endure his drunken ramblings through the night.’ 
 
    Lara glanced over at me and smiled before laughing, causing me to start too. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny about that?’ Ariadne said. ‘It’s a valid point.’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I smiled. ‘Just the way you said it, Lola. And because I must be out of my mind.’ 
 
    ‘Why?’ 
 
    ‘Because I still want to get on board that ship, even if it runs the very real risk of drowning in mud.’ 
 
      
 
    We returned to camp shortly after and considered various ways to get to the Mossley. By my best calculations the ship was six yards from the end of the path. I could probably jump that and reach the ship with my hands, but it would likely mean a dip in the mud that would kill me. 
 
    There were stacks of junk that the expedition team had brought with them, including barrels, wooden planks, empty supply crates and long lengths of toughened rope. 
 
    In my mind I had an image of me throwing the crates in and jumping from box to box like Super-freaking-Mario, but that was way too sketchy, and this mission was stupid enough already without me roleplaying a plumber. 
 
    After a few trips we had ferried all of the wooden planks and two crates to the end of the path, as well as several lengths of rope. With a little experimentation I found that the objects could support my weight. 
 
    That said, there weren’t enough planks to support my weight and get me to the ship. 
 
    Which meant I was going to need to jump at least a short distance. 
 
    There were twelve planks in total, all measuring around four feet each. I stacked them into piles of three, then overlapped and tied them them halfway to create a gangplank that was just shy of nine feet in length. That covered half the distance across the mud. 
 
    The crates were light but durable now that they were empty of supplies. Aiming carefully, I hurled one to the spot a yard before the ship. 
 
    It bumped into place. The mud was so thick that it hardly even splashed in response. 
 
    ‘That’s comforting,’ I muttered. I half-meant it, though. It was so thick that it remained in place. It was sinking, but it would take at least another minute to dip beneath the surface. I could hop onto the second once I reached the end of the planks. 
 
    I couldn’t help but think about Radley from the expedition team. He would have sunk slowly, holding onto some hope that he would survive until the mud reached his mouth. 
 
    Even if the guy had been a dick, it was a horrible way to die. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Here’s the plan. You girls stand on the end of the planks and keep it steady. I’m going to get across it while you leverage my weight, jump onto the crate, and then…’ 
 
    There was a makeshift ladder grafted into the side of the ship used by sailors to save themselves if they went overboard. 
 
    ‘I’ll jump to the ladder and climb aboard. I’ll keep this rope tied around my waist. If I say pull drag me back out.’ 
 
    I proceeded tie the end of the longest length of rope around me. Whether it would get me out of there was anyone’s guess, but I had to try something in the event that everything went wrong. 
 
    I looked towards the ship and nodded, then looked to the girls. All three of them were looking back at me awkwardly. 
 
    Lara drew a long breath. 
 
    ‘So…’ She said. ‘I know its dark out here, but by my best guess it’s around seven hours till sundown.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I nodded. I looked back out to the wreck of the Mossley. ‘There better be some serious fucking treasure onboard this thing.’ 
 
    I checked the rope around my waist, pulling on the knot and tightening it as much as I could. 
 
    ‘Take this,’ Ariadne said, passing me one of her scimitars. ‘If you have to fight in close quarters that two-hander of yours is not going to serve you very well.’ 
 
    I got a feel for the weight of the sword.  
 
    The girls got into place on the end of the series of planks. I pocketed the sword in my inventory and picked up the crate, mentally calculating the motions ahead of me. 
 
    It’s a series of movements, I thought. Just like flying your jet. There’s a procedure and a methodology. All you have to do is carry out the actions. 
 
    Or, you know, you could realize that this is completely fucking insane, go home to your tribe and live happily ever after… Until you let your guard down for too long, somebody finally discovers your land, and you’re overrun by some rival tribe. 
 
    I nodded to the girls, all three of them standing awkwardly together on the end of the tied planks. 
 
    I hurried forwards, rushing quickly and lightly across the wood. 
 
    One step, two step, three step. 
 
    I threw the crate and hopped onto it. 
 
    It held my weight but began to sink faster than I had anticipated, throwing me off balance. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    One of my wives’ voices called out, but I had no idea which. I was too busy focusing on leaping for the Mossley’s ladder. 
 
    My fingertips took a hold of the wooden edge of the ladder. 
 
    But one of my feet had landed in the mud. 
 
    It was like dipping my toes into syrup. 
 
    Last I had checked I could do 20 pull-ups in a row, and that was even considering the fact that I weighed 220lbs – with my diet over the past few weeks it was now probably closer to 210 – but pulling myself from the mud made me feel like my arms were about to snap in half. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is this stuff?’ I called out. 
 
    ‘Don’t panic,’ Lola said. ‘Put your back into it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you think I’m doing?’ 
 
    I clamped my hands around the ladder, tensed my biceps and my back, and wrenched myself up as hard as I could. 
 
    I screamed out like I had never done before, not even back when the wolf at the Rourke Homestead had ripped a patch of skin from my arm. 
 
    My muscles yelled with pain, and with all my might I pulled myself from the mud. 
 
    My body had done the job. 
 
    And one of my fingernails had snapped off. 
 
    Half of the one on my middle finger, anyway. It had come loose completely cleanly, exposing a bed of blood. 
 
    I hauled myself onto the deck and staggered over, falling onto my back and panting hard. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ Lara shouted. 
 
    ‘Yeah, but I’m going to need some disinfectant when I get back.’ 
 
    ‘We have some at camp,’ Lola said. 
 
    ‘Thanks. How much rope do I have?’ 
 
    ‘About fourteen yards.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. I’m heading inside.’ 
 
    ‘Be careful,’ Lara shouted. 
 
    I retrieved the scimitar from my inventory and headed across the deck. Now I felt like a real pirate. 
 
    The point where the vessel had broken in two exposed a mass of chipped wood and splintered edges, but there was enough room for me to get down there and into the hold beneath the deck. 
 
    Taking half of my nail off was one thing, but I really didn’t feel like filling my hands with splinters. After rooting through my mess of an inventory I found one useful thing that I had left in there – harvesting gloves. 
 
    They had come with the harvesting shed, the very first totem that I had unlocked on my land. 
 
    I pulled them on and lowered myself carefully through the break in the wood, sliding my body against the sharpened blades that stabbed me lightly as I squirmed through and into the hold. 
 
    Dropping down and landing below deck, I chanced a look into where the two halves of the boat had pressed against each other. There was something down there that was keeping both sides of the boat from slipping into the mud. It should have sank much further than it had done. 
 
    CRE-E-E-A-A-K. 
 
    The entire boat shuddered around me. Vibrations coursed through the wood and into my boots, resonating into my body. 
 
    ‘What was that?’ I called outside. ‘Can you girls see anything?’ 
 
    ‘It’s you,’ Lola shouted. ‘Your weight is shifting the boat. Move slowly.’ 
 
    I did as I was told, but not before taking a single step and hitting a heavy box. 
 
    No way, I told myself. The chest can’t be lying here… 
 
    That would have been way too easy – and it turned out that I was exactly right. 
 
    I reached down, surprised to find the box lying lidless. 
 
    Carefully, I felt for the innards of the crate. 
 
    Touching the first object, the inventory for the contents appeared, and even though it was almost pitch black down here I knew my face had gone white as a sheet. 
 
    Small explosive x37 
 
    I gulped, remaining perfectly still. Even if they were stored in here, they were still exposed. They could easily explode if afforded the opportunity. 
 
    I had no intention of clogging up my inventory with more stacks of items, even if these could prove useful. I had to prioritise, and there was much more bountiful treasure to be found on board the vessel. 
 
    But it was all the more reason to be as careful as possible. 
 
    I started with the hull. The inward-collapsing of the boat meant that I was walking on a slight incline. Every one of my footsteps was calculated. If the slightest movement of my weight resulted in a creak, I adjusted my route towards the square opening ahead. 
 
    After a minute I reached the door and moved through, searching in near-total darkness. 
 
    I had the means to light a fire, but there was no way that that was going to happen: one, because it could set the boat on fire, and two, there was no way I was going to light an open flame anywhere near a store of bombs and alcohol that could blow this entire ship out of the Black Patch and back into the river from where it had come. 
 
    Fumbling in the dark with my hands before me, I crouched down and searched for any object that I could find. 
 
    I quickly hit broken barrels and crates. I feared the worst, that the stash of Old Molly had been smashed to pieces, until… 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    I had just stepped on something slim and solid, rolling beneath leather. My eyes were still adjusting to the darkness, but the moment I made out the shape, I knew what I was looking at. 
 
    It was a skeleton. 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ 
 
    What I had stepped on was what remained of its leg… But that was the only leg left. Half a torso remained too, and the lower half of the jaw, and only a single other arm remained. 
 
    And its arm was lying over a crate. 
 
    ‘Have you found anything, Master Jack?’ Ariadne called out. 
 
    ‘Give me a second…!’ 
 
    I approached the crate, kneeling and carefully moving the skeleton’s arm from it. 
 
    Seeing the silhouettes of the sailor’s remains, my mind immediately went to the sirens. They stripped flesh from bone, just like Lola had said. 
 
    I kept my guard up. 
 
    Sliding the tip of the scimitar into the lid of the crate, I pressed my weight down to create some leverage. The more I pushed, the more the creaking escalated, and I had no idea if it was coming from the crate or the boat. 
 
    Or both. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    The lid finally gave. I halted for a second, waiting for the creaking to stop, then carefully removed the blade and lifted the lid from the crate. 
 
    With the movement of the lid the crate shook, and the unmistakable sound of glass clinking greeted my ears. 
 
    I brushed my hands over the contents, which was neatly allocated in rows. 
 
    Rook had wanted 5 bottles of the Old Molly. 
 
    There were 20 in the crate. 
 
    I laughed nervously and lowered my head, thanking whichever of Agraria’s gods were watching. 
 
    20 freaking bottles. If I deliver all of these to Rook the apartment will only cost me 955GP. Hell, I can keep 5 for myself and still pay less than 1500GP. 
 
    The bottles stacked in piles of 10 in my inventory, only taking up two spaces in total. 
 
    I returned to the spot below the deck and calculated my jump. 
 
    ‘Just hold steady for me, girl,’ I whispered. ‘Please just hold steady for me.’ 
 
    I hoisted myself up with minimal sounds from the ship and arrived on the deck. 
 
    ‘Do you have it?’ Ariadne called over. 
 
    ‘Yep,’ I shouted across. I pulled a bottle from inventory, checking it in the firelight that gleamed up from the path. 
 
    Old Molly was printed across a parchment label stamped onto the glass bottle. Everything about it said quality – the craftsmanship of the bottle, the engraved markings, even the perfect orange-brown of the liquor within. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Lara called over. ‘How do we get it back over here?’ 
 
    I looked around for a possible solution. The six yards between the boat and the end of the path where the girls stood had seemed big when I had been attempting to jump it, but now it was enormous. 
 
    ‘I’m going to throw it across to you.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    ‘Bottle by bottle. You can put it in your inventories.’ 
 
    ‘Just put it in your inventory.’ 
 
    ‘If I die getting back over there we’ll have come here for nothing.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not going to die.’ 
 
    ‘Just catch this stuff. It won’t take any time at all.’ 
 
    We piloted the idea first. The bottles were heavy, but with a steady swing from the deck the height of my position made up for the distance. Together we worked into a system, and by the end we hadn’t lost a single bottle. 
 
    ‘Great,’ Ariadne said. ‘Now use that crate as a stepping stone and get back here.’ 
 
    I nodded, then turned to look over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ 
 
    Something had bothered me about the skeleton, and it wasn’t the fact that its body seemed to have been ripped apart for no apparent reason. 
 
    I turned to head back. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Lara shouted. ‘We got what we came here for.’ 
 
    ‘No, we didn’t. We said that we would come out here if there was something valuable on top of the Old Molly. Otherwise I risked my life for 20 bottles of liquor.’ 
 
    I returned to the hold and headed along the path that I knew was safe. In the darkness beneath the ship I arrived at the skeletal remains and tapped my finger against it. 
 
    Before my eyes the body’s inventory appeared. There were a limited number of items. 
 
    Rusty scimitar x1 
 
    Leather rags x2 
 
    Scrap of parchment x1 
 
    Chest key x1 
 
    My eyes widened at the sight of the last item. 
 
    The crate of Old Molly had had no lock on it. It was only nailed shut. 
 
    Which meant that there was something else around here that the smugglers felt was valuable enough to lock up. 
 
    Carefully checking the hull further, I found only ruined scraps of leather and broken wood. I returned to the broken centre of the ship and looked to the stern. 
 
    While the entrance to the hull had been relatively easy to access, the broken wooden panels of the deck overhead had snapped and covered the gap that led to the front of the ship. 
 
    I lowered myself to the ground and managed to find an opening that I could slide through, snagging myself on as many splintered edges as I did when I had lowered myself below deck in the first place. 
 
    The darkness in the stern was even more oppressive than that of the hull. I inched forward bit by bit as the walls closed in with the narrowing front of the ship. 
 
    My foot suddenly snagged on a jutting piece of wood, and I slammed forward into the ground. 
 
    The vessel creaked brutally once again. I could only lie where I was as I waited for it to subside, or to take me down into the mud with it. 
 
    It stopped once again. 
 
    Luckily something had broken my fall, but it wasn’t exactly comfortable. I turned and ran my hands over the ground. 
 
    A series of bumps moved between my fingers. 
 
    No, not rocks. 
 
    They were bones. 
 
    A lot more bones. 
 
    I stood sharply, almost falling off-balance in the process. As I moved over the ground I found more and more. Leather clothes, skeletal remains, and none of them connected. Just like the man with his arm over the crate of liquor, bones were missing from where they should have been. 
 
    They were stacked together like the decades-untouched remains of a massacre. 
 
    But this ship had only been here for a few months. 
 
    There was only one explanation for it; the sirens, just like with the first skeleton that I had found. I didn’t know if they were nearby, but I had no intention of waiting around to find out. 
 
    I moved forward through the darkness. The rope quickly began to tighten and strain around my waist. 
 
    Against my better judgement, I untied the rope and cast it aside, then pressed on until finally I hit something large and heavy. My boot clunked against its surface. 
 
    I had found what I was looking for. 
 
    I took a knee and ran my hands over the surface of the chest. Even considering the months the Mossley had been out here in the humidity, the varnished wood surface and steel lining was intact. 
 
    And so was the large padlock wrapped stubbornly around the latch.               
 
    Fortunately, the key in my inventory was even more stubborn. 
 
    I pulled out the key and worked it into the slot of the padlock. It turned mechanically, perfectly, ending with a satisfying click as it finished a full cycle. 
 
    I pulled the padlock away and dug seven of eight unbroken fingernails into the lid’s gap. Briefly I thought back to the manticap cave that Ariadne, Lara and I had raided, and the practically empty chest at the end of it all. 
 
    The lid creaked on its hinges. I lowered it back but couldn’t see into its dark contents. For all I knew there could have been another Alorion lurking in there, just as I had found him when I had first arrived at the land. 
 
    I tapped the chest, and its inventory appeared. 
 
    Now it was all worth it. 
 
    Gold pieces x4237 
 
    Idol of Tormund the Betrayer x1 
 
    Dagger of Concealment x1 
 
    Pearl necklace x1 
 
    Skeleton Key x3 
 
    All of that made my eyes go wide, but there was one more object that sent my mouth falling open. 
 
    Spell: Telekinetic Blast 
 
    This stuff was worth a small fortune. 
 
    But there was no time to mess around congratulating myself. 
 
    I quickly piled everything into my inventory, trying to drag my eyes away from the fact that my gold stores had just ticked up to 6692GP. There would be plenty of time later to examine it all. 
 
    ‘Jack…!’ 
 
    ‘I’m coming out!’ 
 
    I stood from the chest, happy with my spoils. 
 
    Then a rattling sounded out. 
 
    It was louder and more protracted this time, and as it drifted off and quietened it took on the tone of something that was less inanimate and more… Alive. 
 
    I turned slowly, pulling out Ariadne’s scimitar once more and facing the source of the sound. I moved forwards to the broken wood. The gap that I had come through was only five yards away. 
 
    My foot suddenly slipped. Looking down I could make out more broken wood beneath me, but this time it didn’t concave inwards – it was sticking up and into the air. If I had fallen on it, I would have been impaled. 
 
    But how could it break upward? Unless… 
 
    Unless the thing breaking it had come from beneath the boat. 
 
    I gulped and arced around the hole carefully. Every creak of the floorboards set my nerves on fire. 
 
    I was almost there. 
 
    ‘RA-A-A-A-R-R-K!!!’ 
 
    I backed up against the wall. My passage to the exit was blocked. 
 
    My eyes had adjusted to the darkness. I could make out a hand emerging from the hole and grabbing hold of a smooth length of wood. 
 
    It wasn’t clawed like I had expected. It was pale and smooth and slender, and its grasp allowed its owner to pull itself up and into view. 
 
    It belonged to the last person I expected to see – a stunning blonde supermodel. Blonde hair flowed over her shoulders, and her eyes were the most magnificent blue I had ever seen. As she rose up from the hole I realized that she was completely naked – her large, firm breasts missed the broken wood by inches as she arose. 
 
    She climbed onto the deck, revealing legs that were scattered with fins and scales. 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck…’ 
 
    She was only a few feet away from me when I realized what I was being confronted with. 
 
    Every fibre in my being made me want to grab her and fuck her on the ground right there, to use her body for my own pleasure. But that was how sirens worked. 
 
    My willpower was the only thing that could save me. 
 
    My body felt like it weighed a ton, but in seconds I whipped open my inventory, produced a torch and lit it - and it took more effort than it had in dragging myself onto the boat in the first place, but somehow I managed to raise it up. 
 
    Plunging a torch into the torso of this unbelievably hot woman felt like the most unnatural and horrible thing I had ever done, but the moment I did, the image of her vanished. 
 
    Her face contorted and transformed into an horrific, animalistic maw. Scarred and chapped scales sharply crawled over her body. 
 
    ‘RA-A-A-A-R-R-K!!!’ 
 
    This was a god-damned siren. 
 
    I swept out at the creature with the scimitar. The blade cut through its scales, releasing another screech, but I felt how tough its skin was. The creature was damaged but easily able to persist on. 
 
    I raised the torch and it backed off a little. It hissed and covered its eyes, receding towards the hole. 
 
    Just as I thought I was safe to make a break for the exit, another of the sirens appeared, clawing its way up. 
 
    Then another. 
 
    There were no illusions now. They were all in their true forms. 
 
    I edged around the room, keeping the fire before me as I crouched by the exit. Timing it on the spot, I hurled the fire at the creatures and pushed through the gap, back into the cracked middle of the deck. 
 
    I jumped up, threw the sword forwards and grabbed hold of the wood, then wrenched myself upwards. 
 
    ‘Jack, what’s happening?’ 
 
    ‘Just grab the rope! I’m jumping!’ 
 
    I snatched up my sword from the deck and hurried to the back of the boat, then calculated my run-up. No sooner did I reach it than the sirens burst through the cracked wood at an insane speed and blocked my path, crawling like lizards across the deck. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    Even if I could make it past them, it wouldn’t matter. 
 
    Because the rope was no longer tied around my waist. 
 
    I had taken it off in the hold. 
 
    The ship’s rumbling suddenly escalated. The whole vessel shook with the weight of the scrambling sirens, but they didn’t look worried. 
 
    They were smiling. 
 
    Both ends of the ship suddenly concaved inwards too quickly. I fell to the side, the sirens going with me. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    The ground felt like it had vanished. Whatever the mud pit was resting on was completely unstable, and suddenly I, the sirens and the entirety of the Mossley’s wreck were falling into a dark abyss beneath the swamp, plummeting into nothingness. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    I awoke to the sound of lightly running water and warm firelight flickering over my eyes. I was on my back, and as I shifted slightly my right arm and hip ached brutally. Beyond that, I was seemingly unharmed. 
 
    Sitting up and groaning, I examined my surroundings. I was on soft sand in a small cave lit by several flaming torches sitting in holsters grafted into the rough rock walls. 
 
    There was only one way in or out of the cave that I could see – a small gap in the rock up ahead that was large enough to crawl through. 
 
    The cave had all the signs that somebody was living here. There was a small patch of rags and leather that served as a bed, a firepit cooking two fish on a stick that was surrounded by fish bones, and a small collection of random objects on a slab of wood. 
 
    Rocks, sharpened pieces of metal, spare clothes – and the scimitar that Ariadne had leant me. 
 
    Without hesitation I pushed up from the ground. The right side of my head felt like it had been hit with a rock the moment I did. Raising my hand to it, I felt the touch of something that wasn’t my skin. 
 
    Examining my hand, I saw a crude bandage wrapped around my index finger where my fingernail had snapped off. 
 
    I searched the room again. There was no sign of the occupant. 
 
    I crossed to the shelf where the scimitar was. My hand was a foot away from it when the voice called out to me. 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    I turned sharply to look in the direction of the soft voice. In the corner of the room, barely lit by the flames of a nearby torch, I had missed a section of rock holding in a patch of water around the same size as the well back at my tribal land. 
 
    Sitting within it was a woman. She was shrouded in shadows, but as I registered her appearance and recalled how I had ended up here, I reached forward quickly and grabbed for the scimitar. 
 
    ‘Back the fuck off,’ I called out. There was no way that I was going to get caught out by another siren, no matter how hot she was. 
 
    But this didn’t make any sense. If she was a siren, why wasn’t I dead yet? And why was the place filled with firelight? Surely she would want to get as far away from it as possible. 
 
    Either way, she looked undisturbed by my movement. She simply remained in her pool, studying me for a moment while I kept the sword raised. 
 
    Finally, she stirred in the water and emerged from it. She stepped gracefully onto the rocky edge of her small pool and into the light as I drank in the image of her for the first time. 
 
    Despite her astonishing beauty, I wasn’t drawn to her by some unseen supernatural force the way the sirens had pulled me in; this attraction was all my own. She was a slender girl in her early twenties, standing around 5”3. She was completely naked save for a loose piece of leather wrapped around her waist, covering the spot between her legs, and her perfect body drew me in instantly; her round, firm breasts led perfectly down to her toned stomach and below to her slim legs. 
 
    All of that was nothing in comparison to the two most distinct features of her appearance; her skin was the lightest shade of blue, including that upon her large, pointed ears that protruded behind her raven-colored hair. 
 
    She crossed to her makeshift bed and lifted up a large sheet that she wrapped over her body. She surveyed me ambiguously for a moment, looking my body up and down as I couldn’t help but return the favour. 
 
    ‘No sword,’ she finally said, then nodded to the fire that was cooking the fish nearby. ‘Hungry?’ 
 
    I looked between the girl and the fire, and lowered my sword a little. 
 
    ‘Sure… I mean, yes.’ 
 
    She nodded and headed to the firepit, securing the sheet around her as she moved. Still on edge, I watched her move to the fire and kneel next to it. She tended to the fish, then turned back to look at me. 
 
    ‘Come,’ she said softly. ‘Eat.’ 
 
    I lowered my sword to my side but still kept a tight grasp on it. I crossed to the fire and stood on the other side of it, letting my guard down slightly but still intent on keeping the fire between me and her. 
 
    The blue-skinned girl wasn’t intent on drying herself down. Her face and hair was still beaded with moisture that made her skin shine in the firelight. 
 
    She removed the fish from the rack above the fire and placed one each onto a pair of small stone slabs, then handed one to me. 
 
    I had never been much of a fisherman, or an expert on animals in general, but this thing looked like a pretty well-fed salmon. The girl skinned it quickly and began to pick the meat from its bones before snacking on them. 
 
    I pulled my canteen from my inventory and took a long drink of water, then turned my attention to the fish. It was a messier job on my end but I eventually got to the meat. It tasted delicious. 
 
    One of my many old mantras rang in my head. I had thought the same thing when I first met Ariadne. 
 
    If she wanted me dead I’d be dead already. 
 
    ‘Good?’ The girl asked, smiling at me through the fire. 
 
    ‘Yes,’ I smiled. ‘Very good.’ 
 
    Everything she did had been unbelievably graceful – even eating a freaking fish. 
 
    I finished it quickly, thinking it best not to piss of my host. Once finished, I set the slab aside and returned to look at her. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ I finally asked. ‘How did I get down here?’ 
 
    ‘Come,’ she said simply. ‘Come sit.’ 
 
    I had let my guard down a little, but I still brought my sword with me. 
 
    I kneeled down in the sand next to the girl, putting a little distance between me and her. She quickly closed it, shuffling in the sand and pressing one of her bare legs up against mine. Even through the leather of my pants I could tell how smooth her skin was. 
 
    ‘Elera,’ she said placing a hand on her chest, then pointing to me. 
 
    ‘Jack,’ I answered, placing a hand on my chest. 
 
    ‘Jack,’ she smiled. She licked her lips lightly, looking between my eyes and my own lips before leaning forward and kissing me.  
 
    Maybe I should have pulled away, but everything about her felt right, especially the soft perfection of her lips. Her blue skin illuminated in the firelight and only made her exoticism hotter somehow. 
 
    ‘Tall-man,’ she smiled. 
 
    She pulled away, biting her lip and smiling at me. She turned to the patch of sand before us and wiped her hand across it like she was cleaning a chalkboard. 
 
    ‘Elera,’ she said, drawing a stick-figure of herself. ‘Sister’ – another stick figure. ‘Sister’ – a final stick figure. 
 
    Around the figures she drew a number of trees, and flowing lines beneath them. 
 
    ‘Before,’ she said, pointing to the lines. ‘Happiness.’ 
 
    She dwelled on the drawn images for a moment, then scrubbed her hand through the sand, destroying everything but the figure in the centre – herself. 
 
    ‘Storm… Alone. Then…’ 
 
    Before she could draw what she was going to draw next, we both looked up in response to the sounds of shrieks echoing through the small tunnel that led into the cave networks beneath the Black Patch. 
 
    ‘The sirens…’ I muttered. ‘They came up out of the ground, and you were trapped down here. I’m so sorry…’ 
 
    I looked up at Elera. She smiled back at me, then laughed hysterically, 
 
    ‘I am sorry. I will stop speaking like a fool now.’ 
 
    I leaped back and eyed her in shock. 
 
    ‘What…?’ 
 
    ‘I am sorry for the act, Tall-man. I did not know whether or not I could trust you. I thought it best to, umm, how you say… Pretend?’ 
 
    Her accent was still exotic as ever, and the words flowing from her mouth were like the sweetest honey. 
 
    ‘What are you?’ I said, standing and stepping back. 
 
    ‘You need not be alarmed, Tall-man. I am a nymph. I have no interest in umm… Killing you?’ 
 
    ‘That’s good to know. I don’t have any interest in killing you either.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you do not.’ She smiled knowingly. ‘But I am sorry for misleading you. It has never been the task of a nymph to mislead, only to entice men into thinking that their greatest desires can be realized by our bodies before shirking away from them.’ 
 
    ‘So… Misleading, then? That’s literally the definition of misleading.’ 
 
    ‘It is in my nature to behave in such a way. I have never lied with a man before, only tempted them, as did my sisters before… Before…’ 
 
    She sat back and stared into the depths of the fire, sighing deeply. 
 
    ‘I am sorry… I have been down here for so long that I have forgotten what it means to see the sky, to feel the grass against my feet and the waters of the river over my body…’ 
 
    She wiped away a tear from the shimmering blue skin beneath her eyes. 
 
    Elera was one of the strangest women, no, the strangest people I had ever met. But I pinned it down to being down here for so long. It would send anybody crazy. 
 
    ‘So you’ve been down here all this time?’ 
 
    ‘How long has it been since the storm?’ 
 
    ‘Months.’ 
 
    ‘Then, yes. I have been surviving on the fish that come through occasionally, and the fresh water that trickles through. The sensation of it against my skin has been one of the only things that has kept my mind sound. It moves through that pool then flows back into the ground.’ 
 
    ‘And you’ve never had any trouble from the sirens?’ 
 
    ‘I have come close to being caught by them on several occasions. Make no mistake, they would rip a nymph like me to pieces if they found me. But I am nimble and quiet, and I have managed to avoid them… Until you arrived. 
 
    ‘That old ship was clogging up the main exit into the swamp. The sirens have no interest in straying beyond their borders, only preying on those who come too close to their home, but when the ship crashed down I had to investigate. I could not leave you there… You were the first being beyond fish and sirens that I have seen since the storm. I managed to make it out of here with you only by chance and luck.’ 
 
    ‘You carried me?’ 
 
    ‘More like… Dragged you. I know the passages to quick safety, and I am stronger than I look, but it was still a struggle. You fell through a small tunnel in the wall of the descending section that the ship fell through. It is blocked now. Your actions caused something of a landslide… It is a miracle that you fell through there in the first place, and an even greater miracle that you did not find yourself crushed by rocks.’ 
 
    ‘Shit… So it’s my fault? Do they know where you are now?’ 
 
    ‘They… May. And no, it is not your fault… Well, it is somewhat your fault for straying onto that ship in the first place, but it was my decision to save you.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t stay down here,’ I said resolutely. ‘You can’t stay down here. It’s a miracle that you’ve managed to survive this long.’ 
 
    ‘I fear that you may be right, but where else is there for me to go? Even if I can return to the surface and make it to the river, I am alone. I have no family. I have spent my life in the rivers, and without them I am just a lone creature.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not. You can come and live with me.’ 
 
    ‘… With you? I have known you for only a few minutes.’ 
 
    ‘So? If there’s one thing I’ve learned out here it’s that surrounding yourself with people you can trust is the most successful method for staying alive. I have land. I have friends. A plentiful supply of water and food. Safety.’ 
 
    Elera looked me up and down from the fire. 
 
    ‘You are a man. I have seduced enough men and left them hungry to know that they only desire one thing.’ 
 
    ‘Which is?’ 
 
    ‘Me. My body. How do I know that you are not taking me with you simply because you want to have sex with me?’ 
 
    I let out a long sigh. How’s that for a first-date question? 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said, crossing to Elera. The nymph stood and faced me, her eyes lighting up in the firelight intensely. ‘I’ll be real with you, because… I really see no point in not telling the truth. Yes, I find you incredibly attractive. Alongside my wives you’re one of the most beautiful women I’ve ever seen. But I’m trying to do a good thing here. Sex isn’t something that I’m struggling for right now.’ 
 
    ‘Wives?’ she said, emphasising the s. ‘You have many?’ 
 
    ‘I have three, and I love them all, and they love me. We all take care of each other.’ 
 
    ‘Gods… You must be a very productive man.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t know the half of it. Anyway, you have two options right now. You can stay down here and risk getting yourself killed by those monsters, or you can come with me and have a better life, or at least a shot at one. And you don’t really have an option, because if you say no I’m throwing you over my shoulder and carrying you out of here.’ 
 
    ‘You will?’ Elera said, lowering her head and widening her eyes at me. ‘How forceful. I should tell you that I possess rather formidable abilities for deterring those who I deem… Unpleasant.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah? Why haven’t you been using those abilities against the sirens?’ 
 
    ‘There are too many of them down here for me to try and fight them off. You have heard the cackle they give off, no? That is their call for assistance. If one makes the sound, a hundred more come running to help them.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know… So what’s this ability of yours?’ 
 
    ‘Would you like any more fish?’ 
 
    ‘I’m good thanks… No, don’t tell me you have the power to multiply fish infinitely? Because there used to be a story about a guy who could do that in my world, and he was… Well, pretty popular, going by the stories…’ 
 
    I don’t know what the hell I imagined her doing – making a pile of thousands of fish appear overhead to land on her enemies or something? 
 
    It turned out that I was as far off as I could be. Elera cast her hand out the same way that I would do when casting a spell, and from her hand burst a plume of blue frost. It channelled into the fire that had been simmering below the fish. 
 
    The flames fought it for a moment, but it was too strong. After a few seconds it was reduced to a smouldering pile of ashes surrounded by seeping water that soaked into the sand below. 
 
    ‘That’s an interesting trick. Can you promise not to use it on me?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose.’ 
 
    ‘Great. So how do we get out of here?’ 
 
    A few minutes later Elera had completed a detailed map of the tunnels that led through the underground caverns using her finger to carve through the sand. 
 
    ‘The pit below the ship is the only way in or out of these caves. It is not far from here, but fortunately the sirens should be distracted at present. They will be in the eastern section of the caves, which is far away from the power stone…’ 
 
    ‘Wait, the what?’ 
 
    ‘The power stone. It is held in a cave close to the exit.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a power stone down here? An actual power stone?’ 
 
    ‘That is what I said.’ 
 
    ‘Is it easy to get to it?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, although we will need to be silent in approaching it. Sirens are sometimes assigned to protect it.’ 
 
    ‘How are we supposed to get close to this thing if they guard it?’ 
 
    ‘They fear the light, but they fear magic more. The sirens are savage, shape-shifting creatures, but they cannot command the ways of magic. They guard from a distance, and if we are careful we should be able to bypass them, assuming we are careful enough.’ 
 
    ‘So they worship what they’re afraid of?’ 
 
    ‘Do we not all worship what we fear? Gods, leaders, masters…’ 
 
    The nymph had a point. The expression god-fearing man came to mind. 
 
    We all submit ourselves to some higher power, and the nature of power is that it has a better chance to kill us than we have to kill it. 
 
    And then I realized something. 
 
    ‘My wives are going to think that I’m dead. They’re probably up there mourning for me right now. I’m not spending any more time here than I need to. I’m getting out of here now, and you’re coming with me.’ 
 
    ‘What if I don’t want to? Are you still planning on throwing me over your shoulder, Tall-man?’ 
 
    ‘Initially I was, but after that little show I really don’t feel like being turned into a block of ice. So it’s up to you.’ 
 
    Elera looked down at the plan of the caves in the sand and nodded. 
 
    ‘I have been down here so long that I have forgotten what the water above feels like. That is a tragedy in and of itself.’ She turned to me in the fire light and smiled slightly. ‘Let us leave.’ 
 
    Elera proceeded to give me a crash course on the layout of the tunnels. She would lead the way but I would be right by her side. 
 
    The problem was the sheer scale of this god-forsaken place. 
 
    The more Elera spoke and the more she dragged her fingers through the sand, the more I began to realize just how big the tunnel complex was. We were at least sixty feet underground, and her hidden cave was just one in a network of passages, collapsed areas and linked rooms. 
 
    It reminded me of the Paris Catacombs – the network of tunnels beneath the French city that ran for hundreds of miles, housing the skeletal remains of millions of bodies. 
 
    Some of the bodies weren’t so old, though. Tales had existed for decades of urban explorers who had ventured into the catacombs unprepared, only to lose their way and never be seen again. 
 
    There were a lot of ways to die, but lost and alone in the darkness before eventually dying of thirst had to be pretty high up on the list of worst ways to go. 
 
    Down here I wasn’t alone; Elera’s company and knowledge would keep us on the right track, but we had the added misfortune of being hunted by a group of shapeshifting creatures who could transform from supermodel-hot to vicious fish-monster in a matter of seconds. 
 
    Not that they would be able to trick me any longer seeing as I had witnessed their true nature. 
 
    Elera wrapped a long strip of cloth around her breasts as we prepared to leave. She took only one item into her inventory from the nearby shelf where my weapon had resided. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It belonged to Marisa, my sister.’ She turned to me and opened her hand to reveal a necklace composed of various precious stones of all colors. 
 
    ‘Where did she get something like that?’ 
 
    ‘She made it herself from the things that she found in the river. Our days were not only spent enticing lost fishermen and traders who came across us.’ 
 
    ‘Precious stones… You come across a lot of those in the rivers?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes. We explored many passages of water across these parts of Agraria. The land does not only hold things that grow, but shining things that the earth creates and stores.’ 
 
    I had never considered that before. I had been so focused on crops that I had neglected to think of the other bounties that the land offered up. The land that I had explored so far had largely been dominated by trees and shrubbery, but in rocky areas there could be other things – ores and precious metals to name a few. 
 
    I would just need to find somewhere that hadn’t been ransacked by other explorers. 
 
    Elera pocketed the necklace in her inventory and put out the lights in the cave, leaving us with only one torch which she carried. 
 
    I checked my weapons. The scimitar remained the most appropriate weapon of choice down here considering the limited fighting space. I wasn’t satisfied with that alone, so I produced my Arcane Blast power stone and equipped it in my left hand. 
 
    ‘They’re afraid of magic, right?’ I said. ‘This might give us a little extra help at keeping them away from us.’ 
 
    She led me to the opening in the wall and raised the fire to it. It was just large enough for me to crouch within, but seemed to open up fifteen or twenty yards ahead. 
 
    ‘Are you ready?’ 
 
    ‘Are you?’ Elera asked me. 
 
    ‘Born ready,’ I smiled, faking a little confidence. ‘Lead the way.’ 
 
    Elera headed into the tunnel just ahead of me as I followed her. As the tunnel opened up enough for me to stand up straight, I looked over my shoulder back towards the hidden cave that had been her home for months. 
 
    There was nothing but darkness. I couldn’t even see the entrance any longer. 
 
    We were the light-bearers now, and if it went out the monsters at our heels would cut us down in the darkness and devour us alive. 
 
    Elera led me quietly along tunnels that expanded and contracted over and over the further we delved into them. 
 
    Every so often I would hear a sound that wasn’t our suppressed footsteps against the rocks or our quashed breath. 
 
    The sounds of the sirens was animalistic, but the more I heard from the unseen tunnels that surrounded me on the other sides of the rocks, the more they started to sound like mocking cackles. 
 
    We’re coming to kill you, and there’s nothing you can do about it. This is our territory. 
 
    I shook my head of the thought, glancing over my shoulder then turning ahead to see Elera holding her hand up in a halting motion. 
 
    She turned to me, then pointed straight ahead of us. 
 
    A lone siren was crouching in the tunnel ahead. In the firelight the silhouette of its form flickered, coming into view then disappearing over and over again. 
 
    Elera placed a finger on her lips, then pointed to my scimitar, then her own neck. 
 
    I got the hang of what she was saying – pierce it through the neck and kill it swiftly. If I gave the creature a chance to move it wouldn’t hesitate in trying to slaughter me, or worse, to screech for help. 
 
    Its scaly body rose and fell with each shuddering breath that it took. 
 
    Elera hung back, shedding enough light for me to see but not so much that it would awaken the siren from its restless slumber. 
 
    I readied the scimitar and took a step forward. Suddenly I realized just how loud the crunching of my boots was against the ground. 
 
    I continued forwards, watching my every step. 
 
    The siren’s sleeping whimpers became more disturbed the closer I got, until I halted just a few feet behind it and held my breath. 
 
    I only had one shot at this. If I missed and it had a chance to screech, its hundreds of friends would come running and rip mine and Elera’s flesh from our bones until we were reduced to skeletons. 
 
    I raised my sword, calculated the jab, and used both hands to drive the blade forwards. 
 
    The mass of scales and gills upon its neck startled me at first; for a second I thought that it would slip and I would go slamming to the side. 
 
    Once the blade cut through, though, its inner flesh collapsed so fast that I almost did fall forwards. 
 
    The siren let out a sharp cough as I pierced its neck from one end to the other. Its body went rigid, suspended on my sword as its limbs outstretched like the reflex action of a dead spider whose exoskeleton had been disturbed.  
 
    I remained there for what felt like a quiet eternity. The siren’s gargles and coughs grew more withered until they stopped altogether, and its limbs fell limply at its sides. 
 
    I pulled my sword out. The siren’s body collapsed forward messily, unmoving. 
 
    In the approaching firelight of Elera’s torch, I caught sight of the blue liquid dropping from the blade of my weapon. 
 
    ‘The blood of a fish-beast,’ she whispered. ‘Their innards are like acid. It is best not to let it touch your skin.’ 
 
    I checked myself and wiped the blood on my sword upon the creature’s body. 
 
    Elera continued to lead the way through the tunnels of the cave. We ran into no more sirens or creatures in the dark as we proceeded along further passageways. 
 
    Every so often the sounds of screeching and howling would come our way. With each cackling caw we stopped in our tracks, hardly daring to breathe until the sounds came to an end and we continued along our way.  
 
    How much could I really trust this nymph? Elera was my only way out of this place; whether I trusted her or not didn’t really matter, but the prospect of her betraying me was constantly in the back of my mind. 
 
    But why would she have saved me in the first place? Surely it would have been easier just to leave me to the sirens than to go to the trouble of rescuing me. 
 
    I repeated my mantra in my head. 
 
    ‘We are here.’ 
 
    Our current passageway arced left and widened sharply. It gave onto a large, high-ceiling cavern with a large waterfall in the centre. 
 
    The blue water that rushed through was so bright that it seemed to give off a dim light that lit our way, constantly vanishing and entering. 
 
    I knew the real source of the light – the stone that lurked within. 
 
    There were no sirens in sight, so far as I could see, but that made sense – those guarding it would want to stay as far away from the light as possible. 
 
    Elera pulled me down to crouch by the entrance as I marvelled at it. 
 
    ‘The thing you seek is within the water there.’ 
 
    ‘Inside it?’ 
 
    ‘The water falls in a circle. The centre is sheltered. The sirens hide the stone there so that it may not harm them.’ 
 
    I looked around the cavern for any sign of a siren. The only suggestion that there were any nearby was the occasional faint screeching, but I had no doubt that they were too far away to cause any immediate threat. 
 
    ‘Wait here,’ I said. ‘Keep a lookout for any of those bastards coming our way. The moment I’m out of there we make a break for the exit and get the fuck out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Be fast. I have no desire to dwell in this place long.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me.’ 
 
    ‘Go.’ 
 
    I dashed out from our hiding place and hurried across to the waterfall’s edge. Droplets splashed me as I stood before it. 
 
    Looking into the water, I was unable to see anything beyond the constant flow. 
 
    I was just going to have to trust Elera and brave it. 
 
    Sword at the ready, I jumped through the water and onto the other side. 
 
    Immediately I was soaked by the powerful stream. I emerged sharply onto the other side and found myself within the inner chamber, surrounded by water on all sides. 
 
    It was unbelievably secluded despite the crushing sound all around me, but all of that fell away at the sight of the power stone. It was sat upon a pedestal directly in the centre of the small space. Light from its core lit the area brightly.  
 
    Power stones were damn difficult to come by. This one would be assigned to the Telekinetic Blast spell that I had found in the chest. 
 
    And it was right in front of me. Could it really be this easy? 
 
    There were no prehistoric alarms that would set it off, no booby traps... 
 
    In a swift movement I snatched it up. 
 
    Nothing changed. 
 
    I turned and exited the waterfall, marvelling at the stone. 
 
    And that was when I came face to face with a siren. 
 
    I didn’t even think about it. 
 
    I raised my sword and slashed out, but didn’t hit the mark. 
 
    The blade cut through the beast’s chest, spilling blood, but its vocal chords were still working just fine. 
 
    ‘RAAAARRRRKKKK!!!’ 
 
    I kicked the siren back and swung out, cutting through its neck, sending it flailing to the ground. 
 
    Elera hurried over to me from her hiding place. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t you tell me?’ 
 
    ‘How should I have gone about doing that? Calling out to you and bringing them our way even faster?’ 
 
    I heard something feral and angry far-off. Elera clasped her hand over my mouth, and we both listened. 
 
    A chorus of screeching rose up all around us in the caves. They were everywhere. 
 
    And they were all coming to kill us. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘RUN!’ 
 
    Elera took my hand in hers and we high-tailed it for the exit. 
 
    We dashed rapidly along a series of new tunnels. 
 
    With every corner we turned I expected to come face to face with the sirens, but somehow me managed to avoid them – right up until I thought we were home free. 
 
    ‘This way!’ 
 
    We turned, the sirens hot on our heels, and came face to face with another group. 
 
    We halted in our tracks. A group of no less then forty of them monsters were waiting for us, blocking the exit. The tunnel that led up the exact same way that I had arrived. 
 
    But there was no sign of the wreckage of the Mossley. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    I took the torch and brandished it before me. The faces of the sirens faces filled with fear, and they collectively staggered back, away from the light. 
 
    Together we moved forward as I growled out like an animal, swinging the torch back and forth. 
 
    Soon enough the other group arrived at our other side. 
 
    There were no less than a hundred of them now. They had us surrounded on both sides – the way we had come and the way we intended to go. 
 
    ‘We need to do something, Tall-man!’ 
 
    ‘I’m thinking!’ 
 
    We were back to back, pushed up as close to each other as we could get. There was nowhere for us to go. 
 
    A nearby siren suddenly snarled and threw itself at me. It bore its claws into the air, its mouth going wide as its fangs flexed. 
 
    I swept out with the scimitar and sliced messily through one of its arms. 
 
    The brutal stench of fish guts hit me immediately as the creature hit the ground. Screams exploded from its mouth and echoed all around me. 
 
    I raised my sword and slammed it through its neck, ripping it free from its dying body. 
 
    My actions only angered the other sirens more. 
 
    They were afraid of magic, but I only had two charges left in the Arcane Blast power stone, and the one I had just acquired was totally useless at the moment. 
 
    ‘Fuck this.’ 
 
    I handed the torch to Elera who took the role of holding the sirens back for a second. 
 
    I hurriedly retrieved the Arcane Blast power stone from my inventory, then- 
 
    ‘Arcania!’ 
 
    I launched a torrent of purple flames at the closest group of sirens. 
 
    One unlucky siren was suddenly engulfed in flames. It screeched and howled painfully, flailing around for help, but its companions had no interest in helping. They all cowered away from their flaming kin, while looking to me in fear. 
 
    I fired again, hitting another, then again. 
 
    And suddenly I found myself with only two charges remaining. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ 
 
    Think, man, think… Wait… 
 
    What if the Arcane Blast didn’t have to deplete? 
 
    I took the torch back from Elera and pressed my hand to the fire of the torch. ‘I really hope this works.’ 
 
    ‘Hope what works?’ 
 
    ‘Arcania!’ 
 
    Purple flames expelled from my hand. The sirens in the immediate vicinity all cowered in its light. 
 
    Suddenly the orange of the fire was replaced by a constant purple flame atop the torch that remained alight. 
 
    I smiled maniacally, brandishing my sword and magical torch, casting the latter back and forth before me. 
 
    The fear in the eyes of the sirens ignited immediately. Their screeches became low and filled with terror. They were almost falling over each other to move further from the light. 
 
    Elera and I spun back to back. I continued to wave the flames before me, sending the sirens back in waves. 
 
    ‘We need to move like this,’ I said. ‘Keep turning and we stay alive. Get us to the exit, now.’ 
 
    We began our trek through the tunnel, turning steadily the entire time. It was the only way to keep them away from us, and even with that fact considered the sirens still pursued us to the bottom of the pit that I had first landed in. 
 
    The mud that had almost sucked me into the ground was pooled across the tunnel floor as we approached it. It was layered only slightly, but I still had to fight to pry my boots from it. 
 
    Stopping beneath the pit, I looked up. 
 
    The rotting carcass of the Mossley was splayed out in the tunnel above. It’s two sides had separated entirely then compressed together, and were now suspended precariously in the tunnel just five yards over our heads. 
 
    Rocks jutted from the walls far enough for us to climb up them. If we could make it to the Mossley there was a chance that we could make it out of the caves altogether. 
 
    A chance. 
 
    Elera began the climb while I waited at the base with the torch. With every sweep to keep the sirens back, I saw the flames begin to die. In less than a minute they would be reduced to embers, and I would be encased in darkness. 
 
    My sword was sharp, but the sirens outnumbered me vastly. They would easily overwhelm me. 
 
    I had one charge left on the power stone. Even if I reignited the torch, I couldn’t carry it and climb at the same time. 
 
    I placed the torch on the ledge and clambered up to it, leaving it there as I followed Elera up to the ship. 
 
    ‘Watch yourself,’ Elera called down just below the ship. ‘They’re following us…’ 
 
    At my feet the fire was dying but still keeping them at bay – my problem resided on the other side of the tunnel’s walls. 
 
    Some of the creatures were beginning to climb the walls opposite us. 
 
    ‘Move!’ 
 
    Elera scrambled up to the ship and pulled herself through the gap in the hull. I dragged myself up the rocky walls in pursuit of her, finally reaching it and pulling myself up. 
 
    As I dragged myself through the hole, the Mossley gave another terrifying creak now that my weight was added. 
 
    This nymph was nimble, but I couldn’t exactly say the same for myself. 
 
    I arrived by Elera’s side, who promptly climbed up to the deck ahead of me. There was hardly any light here, but as I shuffled to stand and look for the exit above I felt my foot knock against something heavy. 
 
    The explosives. 
 
    They were still down here. Somehow not a single one had gone off. 
 
    There were so many of the bastards pursuing us that I briefly considered setting them alight and riding the Mossley down into the depths as a flaming corpse, crushing every single one of them in the process, but through the screeches and the shaking a voice shouted down to me. 
 
    And it wasn’t Elera’s. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    ‘ARIADNE?!’ 
 
    I leaped up and pulled myself through the gap to the deck. Elera grabbed my arm and helped me clamber to the surface. 
 
    ‘JACK! GRAB THE ROPE!’ 
 
    The surface was ten yards above us. The mud that had surrounded the Mossley was leaking down the walls of the pit, having dissipated and slipped down beneath the earth. It was so thick that even after hours it hadn’t reached the rocks we had climbed at the bottom to reach the shipwreck. 
 
    Hanging over one of the Mossley’s broken masts which had become suspended over the pit was the rope that had once been around my waist. It was rapidly being lowered – but it wasn’t going to reach us. 
 
    ‘Raarrk!’ 
 
    A siren appeared through the gap that I had just emerged through. I struck at it with my blade, slicing through its face and sending it falling back into the hold. 
 
    ‘Tall-man!’ 
 
    Elera pointed up to the remaining mast. Its end had snapped, but from a foothold at its remaining part there was a chance that we could make it to the rope. 
 
    I moved first, testing my weight and scrambling up with Elera right behind me. 
 
    At its peak I gauged the jump. I could make it. 
 
    My peripheral vision was filled with our encroaching enemies, scrambling up the walls to get to us, dodging patches of sticky mud as they crawled like flies. 
 
    ‘TAKE THE ROPE!’ 
 
    I leaped into the air, reaching madly for my salvation. 
 
    My hands grasped around the rope and I swung uncontrollably through the air. 
 
    With my first return back to the mast, Elera leaped to me and clasped her arms around my waist. 
 
    ‘BRING US UP!’ 
 
    The rope began to heave with grunts from above following each jolting movement upwards that we made. 
 
    On the deck of the Mossley, the sirens were clambering through the gap too quickly. We were moving, but they would reach the walls and clamber up to us before we reached the surface. 
 
    All it would take is a jump from one to reach the rope and bring us down into the hellish pit of monsters below. 
 
    It was beyond lucky that the explosives inside the hold hadn’t gone off when the ship had collapsed the first time, but now their presence became a miracle. 
 
    I retrieved the Arcane Blast power stone once more and equipped it.  
 
    I had one shot to do this right. 
 
    I pulled a hand from the rope and pointed it down to the hold. My own bodyweight and Elera’s was being supported by nothing but a single hand, which was also trying to cling onto the stone. 
 
    ‘Kill them!’ 
 
    ‘Wait…’ 
 
    ‘Wait for what?’ 
 
    ‘I need the perfect shot…’ 
 
    The first of the sirens from the deck reached the mast and began to climb rapidly. 
 
    The gap in the deck was still filled with snatching sirens. 
 
    I groaned out in pain. My back felt like it was about to tear open. 
 
    An opening appeared for mere seconds. 
 
    ‘Arcania!’ 
 
    My final charge whipped through the air, channelling into the pit towards the deck. 
 
    The sirens on the walls shielded their eyes from the purple flames, dropping back down to the Mossley’s deck. 
 
    The fire slipped through the gap. 
 
    A single screech bellowed out from an unseen siren, and a moment of silence followed, then- 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The explosion below deck sent splintering wood in every direction. The sirens’ shrieks were drowned out completely, and a profound ringing coursed through my ears. 
 
    The wreckage of the Mossley had been through a lot, but now it finally relented against the barrage of collapsing and breaking and beating. 
 
    The entire carcass of the ship exploded and crashed down into the depths of the pit. 
 
    The heat and the force of the blast was unbelievable. 
 
    I couldn’t hold on with one hand any longer – the power stone slipped from my hand as I adjusted my grip on the rope. 
 
    ‘NO!’ 
 
    It fell in slow motion – and a blue hand reached out and grabbed it. 
 
    Elera thrust it into the pocket of my pants then took a hold of me once more as the rope retracted, bringing us out of the caves. 
 
    ‘HEAVE!’ 
 
    Ariadne’s voice sounded out from above through the ringing in my ears. 
 
    Before the final pull I chanced a look down into the pit. 
 
    It looked a lot more like hell now. The flaming wreckage of the ship had landed upon the pursuing sirens below, taking almost all out. 
 
    A few howls remained, but they were drifting into nothingness in the tunnels that we had escaped, receding into the dark. 
 
    Elera and I reached the peak of the pit and clambered up. The mud had dispersed and sank into the earth since the collapse of the ship, but there was still a thin layer that we had to drag ourselves through. 
 
    We pulled ourselves up and into the swamp. Only a little of the mud remained, but not enough to stop us in our tracks. The rope gave, but instead we were greeted by two hands – one belonging to Ariadne, the other to Lara. 
 
    I staggered onto the path by Elera’s side and fell onto my back. Elera and my wives did the same, panting and groaning with the aftershock of the effort. 
 
    Everything ached, but I was alive. 
 
    We all were. 
 
    ‘We thought you were dead,’ Ariadne said, she and Lara pushing messily to my side and wrapping their arms around my tightly. 
 
    ‘How the hell did you survive all of that?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘A little help. This is Elera.’ 
 
    I heard a cough from behind me and looked back to see five of the expedition crew brushing themselves down, with Mavis, of all people, coiling up the very rope that I had been clinging to moments ago. 
 
    ‘So that’s how you managed to get me out of there,’ I panted. Seven of them working together had brought us up. ‘I know you don’t like visitors, Mavis, but I appreciate you… You know, saving my life and everything.’ 
 
    ‘You have gotten rid of those bastard sirens,’ Mavis said. ‘For that I could afford you at least one favour.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    ‘My friend! You are looking a little worse for wear than you were this morning. I told you not to go into that place.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, Captain Archie, I’ve learned my lesson.’ 
 
    ‘And I see that you have made a new friend.’ 
 
    ‘Just get us back to the cove, Cap.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. The currents are not too strong, which acts in our favour, but we are heading upstream, so all will need to grab an oar.’ 
 
    Night had fallen, and I had no desire to hang around near the Black Patch any longer than I needed to. Even if I was exhausted, even if I was injured and covered in blood, fish guts and dirt, I still helped Cap turn the boat and began sweeping at the water with an oar the moment we had our heading. 
 
    Together we fought against the waters until we arrived back at Ichabod’s Cove. By the hundreds of torches that lit the community at night, I led my group of girls back to The Drunken Steed. 
 
    The troll doorman had grown used to our presence by now, but given our dirtied appearances he shot us a sceptical look before stepping aside and letting us into the building. 
 
    It wasn’t as chaotic as the night Alorion had brought the house down, but the place was still bustling. The moment Rook saw us he nodded and ushered me into a storeroom behind the bar while the girls headed upstairs. 
 
    ‘I hope I haven’t let your little group head upstairs without rent being paid,’ Rook started. ‘You look like you’ve been through hell, kid.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that,’ I remarked. 
 
    ‘Smell like it, too.’ 
 
    ‘You got a bath somewhere?’ 
 
    ‘There’s a private yard upstairs with a tub and a well out the back. Small spot but it does the job.’ 
 
    ‘Music to my ears.’ 
 
    ‘A successful trip?’ 
 
    I brought up the trading window and dropped 17 bottles of Old Molly into my side, holding on to 3 for myself. The girls had transferred them over to me on the journey back. 
 
    The moment Rook saw what I had to offer, his eyes went as wide as I had ever seen. 
 
    ‘By the gods… Where did you get this?’ 
 
    ‘Bit of a stupid question, isn’t it? You told me where to find it.’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, but… I didn’t think it would be real.’ 
 
    ‘You mean you sent me out there without knowing if this was anything more than rumors yourself?’ 
 
    ‘What can I say? I’m a gambling man.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. I just try not to gamble with other people’s lives.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, it’s done, and you’re alive. Do we have a deal or not?’ 
 
    I looked Rook up and down, then placed the additional 1300 GP I owed into my side. Even after that, I had 5392GP in my pocket. 
 
    A few seconds later, two items appeared in exchange for the liquor and gold. 
 
    Deeds to The Drunken Steed – Apartment Annex 
 
    Apartment Annex Key 
 
    I pressed accept, and everything changed hands. 
 
    ‘A good deal,’ Rook said. ‘I told you, real estate in the cove is a fortune to come by these days. Nobody’s selling.’ 
 
    ‘That’s why I wanted it so much,’ I said. ‘I need an outpost out here. Somewhere to store things or take a break in the event that we’re moving items and products through.’ 
 
    ‘And to look after those many, many lady-friends of yours.’ Rook raised an eyebrow suggestively. 
 
    ‘Yeah, I think the conversation’s done here,’ I said, turning and heading back to the bar. ‘Pleasure doing business, Rook.’ 
 
    ‘And you, tribe master.’ 
 
    I headed upstairs, pulling off my burdensome equipment on the way up. There was a small door down the hall from the apartment, opening onto a tiny yard with a surprisingly unused bath occupying it, just as Rook had said. I washed myself down with the supply of water from the well, getting most of the dirt off my skin, and picked up my belongings. 
 
    By the time I had reached the room, Ariadne and Lara were already dozing to sleep on the bed. They had stripped off most of their dirty clothes. Nearby a fire had been lit, and Elera was sleeping close to it. 
 
    Lola was the only one who wasn’t asleep. She was seated in the small balcony that overlooked the cove, and turned to look over at me as I entered and closed the door quietly. 
 
    ‘Good evening,’ she said. 
 
    ‘Evening. You don’t want to sleep?’ 
 
    ‘It has been some time since I have looked out over the beauty of the land. I am tired, but I wish to drink it in a little longer.’ 
 
    I took up a seat next to her and relaxed for a moment. 
 
    ‘You are a very strange man,’ she said. 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘You risk your life doing things that many others wouldn’t dream of.’ 
 
    ‘I just had a similar conversation downstairs. Sure, I take gambles, but only with my own life, and only when the reward will pay off.’ 
 
    ‘The reward?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    ‘And what reward is worth your life?’ 
 
    ‘The one that keeps my people safe. The one that allows me to build defenses and better resources. I only allow people into my tribe who I can trust. Otherwise I might wake up with a knife sticking into my neck one day.’ 
 
    ‘Such is the nature of power,’ Lola said knowingly. ‘The elders of my old tribe, the one Ariadne and I belonged to, have a madora.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what that means.’ 
 
    ‘It is, uhh…’ She paused, searching for the right word. ‘A phrase.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, a saying?’ 
 
    ‘If this is what you call it.’ 
 
    ‘Go ahead.’ 
 
    ‘We have a madora – it is the powerless man who sleeps most peacefully.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘Sleeping peacefully is a gift given only to those who have nothing to worry about. The powerful man with a wide-reaching empire is cursed with constant thought. He may sleep in the comfiest bed with the most beautiful women, surrounded by piles of gold, but his mind is always elsewhere; the next battle, the crop shipment, the livestock herd. Be honest with me now. Your mind is elsewhere at this present moment, is it not?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I don’t need any analysis of my mind, all right? I respect that you’ve known Ariadne for a long time but I don’t need this.’ 
 
    ‘I do not mean to press, Jack. I have been around for a long time. I have seen how this world works.’ 
 
    ‘A long time? How long?’ 
 
    ‘I celebrate my 82nd year in a few months.’ 
 
    ‘... What? You’re 82 years old? How is that even possible? You don’t look a day over 50.’ 
 
    ‘We do not age the way you humans do. However, I appreciate the compliment. That said, let me say now that I have no interest in lying with you.’ 
 
    ‘Lying with me?’ 
 
    ‘Having sex.’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, no, no - I didn’t mean anything like that.’ 
 
    ‘You are a little too young for me.’ 
 
    ‘And you’re... Well, no, you’re not too old for me, but... Well, no, you are, but I don’t mean that in an insulting way…’ 
 
    Lola raised an eyebrow at me and finally cracked a smile, following it up with a hearty laugh. 
 
    ‘So, tell me - what are you thinking about now?’ 
 
    I exhaled deeply. 
 
    ‘I’m thinking that I’ve got a job for you, if you want it. How are you with animals?’ 
 
    ‘I am... Reasonable. I enjoy working outside, so anything of such a nature that you have upon your land is something that I can assist with.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good enough for me.’ 
 
    She nodded at me and smiled. We shook hands, and I accepted Lola into my tribe. 
 
    ‘If I’m being honest with you I didn’t think that you’d say no. Not because it’s better than the expedition, but because Ariadne would sooner kill you than let you out of her sight. She doesn’t get emotional, but she told me about what happened to your tribe. I promised her that we’d follow any leads that led to your people, and that’s what I plan on doing.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate that. You are a kind man. When you jumped onto that old ship I deemed you reckless, but now I see that we could not have found a better master than you. Ariadne was distraught when she thought you were dead. You may think that she does not let her emotions get the better of her, but when you fell into that pit she almost went running after you. If I had not stopped her I fear she may have.’ 
 
    I smiled and looked over at Ariadne. She and Lara were sleeping peacefully on the bed. 
 
    ‘I think that I shall join them in sleep, master.’ 
 
    ‘Already with the master?’ 
 
    ‘I follow rules by the book. In my 82 years I have learned that if we do not have order, all things fall apart. I am old enough to remember the war and its full effects, and have no desire to repeat such things.’ 
 
    ‘Take the sofa,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Are you sure, master?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. I’m going to have a drink downstairs.’ 
 
    She stretched out on the couch and was asleep within minutes. Elera was still curled by the fire, sleeping peacefully. 
 
    There was no way that we could stay here. First thing in the morning we were going to head back to the land. 
 
    In the meantime, I headed down to the bar and ordered a drink from Rook. I took up Lara’s usual seat in the shadows of the corner and settled in. I needed a moment of peace after the day’s events. There was enough room in the bed upstairs to fit me, but things were becoming crowded up there and it seemed a little weird with Elera and, more so, Lola, in the room. 
 
    I told myself that I would head back upstairs soon, but after a few more drinks the bar began to go quiet, and with it so did my mind. 
 
    I drifted off in the steady din of the place, and suddenly it was seven hours later and I was being shaken awake in the morning light that flowed in through the windows. 
 
    ‘Jack. Jack.’ 
 
    My eyes flicked open, and with a stiff neck I looked up to see Rook. 
 
    ‘Shit... Sorry for falling asleep down here.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t care about that.’ 
 
    ‘Do you ever go to sleep?’ 
 
    ‘A few hours. Never needed a lot. One of your women just ran through the bar.’ 
 
    ‘Which one?’ 
 
    ‘Not Lara. The blue one.’ 
 
    Shit.  
 
    ‘Where did she go?’ 
 
    ‘Didn’t see. Heard a splash, though. It’s still quiet out. If she’s gone for a morning swim I’d get her out of their fast. Folks round here don’t take kindly to people swimming in the bay.’ 
 
    I thanked him and jumped up from my seat, hurrying to the door and out into the early sunlight. 
 
    I hadn’t drunk enough to be hungover, but heading out so quickly had me squinting and left me with a brutal headache. 
 
    I scanned the water the whole way down to the dock. It wasn’t Elera that I saw first, but the commotion that she had caused. At the eastern end of the dock, just beyond where Arabelle was parked with the cart, there were two sailors looking into the water and laughing hysterically. 
 
    ‘How about you come up here and wrap those blue lips around my cock, nymph?’ 
 
    ‘I get her first. Like I want your seconds on me after you’ve finished in her.’ 
 
    I approached quickly, keeping a few yards between myself and them. 
 
    Looking into the water, I found Elera bathing herself. She seemed to be ignoring the men, and it was only making them more agitated. 
 
    ‘Answer me, blue bitch,’ one of the sailors said. 
 
    ‘Hey, get the fuck out of here,’ I shouted, pushing the closest sailor into the other.  
 
    ‘Fuck you, peasant. What are you going to do if I don’t?’ 
 
    I may have been groggy, but the prospect of an oncoming fight always woke me up. 
 
    ‘How about I cut your fucking heads off?’ I shouted, instantly retrieving my long sword and readying it in my hand. ‘It’ll probably me more action than both of you assholes have had in a lifetime.’ 
 
    The sailors both staggered back. It was early morning and obvious that they were both drunk. 
 
    They exchanged a look and took off quickly back up the dock, muttering under their breaths. 
 
    Once they were out of range I put my sword away and headed to the edge of the dock. 
 
    ‘Sorry you had to hear that.’ 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter. What are you doing down there?’ 
 
    ‘I need water.’ 
 
    Elera dipped beneath the water abruptly for a few seconds, then ascended again with her head back, brushing her dark hair behind her head. It was like a shot from a fragrance ad. 
 
    ‘Look,’ I said. ‘You need to be careful. You can’t just go running through the cove and diving into the water.’ 
 
    ‘But I am drawn to it.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘I can find the water, even when I cannot see it. Either way, I must be near the waters of the land in order to keep my mind and my body in good health. I am a nymph, after all.’ 
 
    ‘Okay… Just be careful.’ 
 
    ‘I will stay hidden.’ 
 
    ‘Good. We’re leaving in half an hour, okay?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Tall-man.’ 
 
    By the time I got back to the apartment, my wives and Lola were already dressed and ready to go. 
 
    I assigned Lara to look after Elera, then gave Ariadne and Lola some of the tribe’s funds to go in search of potato and carrot seeds from the early morning vendors. 
 
    I locked up the apartment and we split up. I had one destination in mind, a place I had only been to once before. 
 
    The den with the moonseed users hidden within the rock face wasn’t as busy as it had been when Lara and I had first visited. I made the route through the rocky hideaway and up to the door where the necromancer resided who had first taught me how to perform Arcane Blast. 
 
    I knocked and waited. Nothing. Another knock. 
 
    ‘Ughh… Who is it?’ 
 
    ‘Jack Hawthorne. You helped me out with a spell a few weeks back.’ 
 
    ‘What do you want?’ 
 
    ‘For you to provide your services. Why else would I come into this temple of virtue?’ 
 
    ‘Gods… Fine. Just give me a few minutes.’ 
 
    I folded my arms and leaned against the wall by the door. Ten minutes and a lot of shuffling from within had passed when the door finally creaked open. 
 
    ‘What the hell were you doing in th-… Oh, I’m sorry…’ 
 
    Instead of the necromancer I was greeted by two female elves who ducked under the doorway, towering above me. Admittedly they were pretty hot; both were dressed in nothing but their underwear beneath thin coats that hung shamelessly from their shoulders, exposing lingerie that hugged their firm breasts and thin waists. 
 
    ‘Hi,’ I smiled dryly. ‘How are you?’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ one smiled. 
 
    ‘You come here often?’ 
 
    ‘Regularly,’ the other said. 
 
    The necromancer appeared in the doorway. She was a slight woman in her early twenties who stood far below the elves, tying her robe around herself as she appeared. 
 
    On a given day she appeared like a weak and fragile thing, but I knew the power that she possessed; there was no way I would even think about messing with her. 
 
    ‘You two deserve a tip, as always,’ she commented, opening a trading window and dragging unseen amounts of gold to the hands of the elves. 
 
    ‘You two don’t know Captain Archie, do you?’ I asked the elves. 
 
    ‘We don’t discuss clients,’ the first said. She winked at me, and the two trailed away. 
 
    So that was a yes. So much for dedication to a long-lost love. 
 
    ‘You do pick your moments, tribe master,’ the necromancer said. ‘I was in the middle of achieving enlightenment with those two beauties…’ 
 
    ‘How many times have you achieved enlightenment with them before? If you don’t mind me asking, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘Pshh…’ She sighed, looking to the side and counting on her fingers. ‘122 times. They’re not always my flavour of choice, though. There’s a man with troll genes who runs inventory for a brewery on the edge of the cove with an endowment between his legs the size of-’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I don’t need to know anything else.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. He is huge, though.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for that image.’ 
 
    I followed her into her den and shut the door behind me. 
 
    ‘How’s the Arcane Blast working out for you, by the way?’ 
 
    ‘Decently, although I’m all out of charges.’ 
 
    ‘I can’t do anything about that. I told you, you need to find a power well.’ 
 
    ‘I’m still working on that. I’ve stumbled on a lot of weird shit in my travels, but that isn’t one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if you do find one keep it to yourself. A lot of people will kill for the opportunity to acquire one. Anyway, what can I do for you on this beautiful day?’ 
 
    I produced the power stone and Spell: Telekinetic Blast, then opened up a trading window with her. 
 
    ‘Oh, this is an interesting one,’ she remarked. ‘Where did you find it?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere that almost got me killed. I hope it was worth it.’ 
 
    ‘It was. Your Arcane Blast is strong, but this is something much stronger. Be careful when and where you use it. If you’re hitting a person, be sure you don’t like them, and don’t use it around any structures that are… Fragile.’ 
 
    I traded her the usual price of 300GP and headed to the centre of the circle. The routine was the same as last time, the beams of light emanating from the symbol beneath me and coursing into my body. This time they were a neutral grey color. 
 
    The necromancer returned the stone to me afterwards, which I placed into my inventory. 
 
    ‘Considering that you have proved yourself to be a trusted and well-paying customer, I’ve supplied you with another ability that should make your fights a little easier in future. Equip one of your power stones.’ 
 
    ‘But they’re both empty.’ 
 
    ‘Just do it, tribe master.’ 
 
    I pulled the power stone for Telekinetic Blast back out of my inventory. 
 
    ‘Form this shape with your hand.’ 
 
    The necromancer formed her fingers into something resembling the okay sign, but with her three free fingers hunched over. 
 
    I mirrored the sign, and an image appeared before me. 
 
    Ten translucent circles appeared in my eyeline, forming a much larger circle. The one at the top, and the one directly to the right of it, were occupied by images of the two power stones in my possession. 
 
    Looking past the image, I saw the necromancer holding up her clawed hand. She rotated her wrist, and I imitated the motion. 
 
    The spotlight moved to the next power stone. I opened my hand, and the circle disappeared. 
 
    Looking down at my hand, I found I was now holding my other power stone. 
 
    ‘Holy shit,’ I laughed. ‘That’s useful. So I can just switch between them instantly without having to dig into my inventory?’ 
 
    ‘Exactly,’ the necromancer winked. ‘It’ll get you out of some tough situations. Requires you to think fast, though. Once you’ve built up a collection of power stones you’ll be able to initiate some very interesting moves.’ 
 
    ‘After I’ve charged them, that is.’ 
 
    ‘After you’ve charged them,’ she repeated, nodding. ‘Your Arcane Blast might be out of charges but that new power stone of yours already had two in it. Use it wisely until you find a power well.’ 
 
    ‘Any advice on finding these things? I haven’t run into anybody yet who knows a thing about power wells.’ 
 
    ‘Hmm…’ The necromancer tapped her chin. ‘I cannot tell you anything with regards to their locations, as they are the best kept secrets in Agraria. Even I do not know of their locations. I can help you with their nature, though.’ 
 
    ‘What nature would that be?’ 
 
    ‘They are… Deceptive. They are enticing to look at, but each power well possesses what is almost a… Mind of its own. They are unstable, and they can sometimes attempt to defend themselves so that people do not take from their sources of power. Just be careful with them. I can’t have you dying on me and drying up my gold source from you.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks for the information,’ I said, examining the stone before returning it to my inventory. ‘Pleasure doing business.’ 
 
    ‘As always,’ she replied. ‘And if you’re in the market for something or someone to slide into bed with just pay me a visit. Those elves of mine have plenty of friends.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got plenty of wives as it is.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they would be more than happy for you to indulge in the bodies of other women.’ 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m about. Having more than one wife is something that I’ve gotten used to, but I don’t fuck around on them. The only way that would ever happen was if a woman I intended to be my wife wasn’t yet.’ 
 
    ‘Intended,’ the necromancer smiled. ‘The man in control. Be safe out there.’ 
 
    ‘You be safe in here.’ 
 
    ‘Always am.’ 
 
    I headed out of the den and back to the cove, meeting up with Lara and Lola at the cart, then meeting Ariadne at the end of the dock and getting Elera from the water. She hopped out effortlessly in her soaked coverings and joined us. 
 
    ‘My dear,’ Lola said. ‘You must wear something more modest than that, at least in public. Here.’ 
 
    Lola retrieved a large, shabby overcoat from her inventory and handed it to Elera. 
 
    ‘Thank you…’ She said slowly, examining the coat. ‘… What is it?’ 
 
    ‘It’s an overcoat, darling. You wear it.’ 
 
    Elera shot me a confused look. I took it from her and helped her put it on. 
 
    ‘I see…’ She said curiously. ‘Do you wear these things all the time?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty much. When you’re back at my land you can wear whatever you want.’ 
 
    ‘Does nothing count as whatever I want?’ 
 
    ‘If it were just us, but there are other people there. Why don’t we go meet them? 
 
    We hit the road and made it back to the land within a few hours. Along the way Elera started asking questions about everything and everyone. It was like talking to somebody who had been living under a rock her entire life. 
 
    Technically she had been doing that for the last few months, but I didn’t pin it down to that. She had been living in and around the rivers her whole life, living in leisure and hanging out with the other nymphs. 
 
    ‘… Then me and Ariadne and my imp, Alorion, showed up looking for a necromancer.’ 
 
    ‘What is a necromancer?’ 
 
    ‘Someone who can teach people how to use magic. So we go out and kill this manticap-’ 
 
    ‘What’s a manticap?’ 
 
    ‘A humanoid with a tiger’s head. Anyway…’  
 
    *** 
 
    It was well before midday, and the sound of the gates closing behind me was sweeter than ever. 
 
    Our team took a break. Ariadne showed Lola over to Jeremiah’s old house, where she could stay for the time being. 
 
    I felt safe, and I felt that my people were safe too. The moment that sensation sank in, my nerves finally relaxed, and my mind went with it. 
 
    Taking down sirens, saving a nymph and traversing the river had completely taken it out of me. 
 
    Once we had parked the cart and let Arabelle back into the field, I immediately set up the bath in the treehouse and hurried back and forth with buckets of water until it was filled. 
 
    The entire time, Elera watched me from the centre of the room with fascination. Her eyes darted between me and the water continuously. 
 
    When the bath was finally full, she scampered across the room and dipped into it, sighing with relief. 
 
    ‘So..’ Lara said, joining me in the bedroom. ‘She really likes water, huh? Well, she is a nymph, so I do not know what I expected.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t know how this is going to work. She can spend a few hours outside of the water, but after that she starts to struggle.’ 
 
    ‘Guess we just have to keep her in a bath for the rest of her life. Perhaps removing her from the water was not the smartest plan?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t approve?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, I approve,’ Lara affirmed. ‘Have you seen her body? I mean, her breasts... But then she is a nymph, so it’s not surprising that you felt the need to bring her back here. Like I said… Look at her.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds like I’m not the only one.’ 
 
    ‘No, you are not.’ 
 
    I knew from when we met that Lara had spent time with both men and women during her time in Agraria. 
 
    Elera poured water over herself the whole time like she couldn’t even hear us. It was possible that she couldn’t; she was entranced in pouring water over herself that she took little interest in us. 
 
    Lara headed out. I crossed to the bath and kneeled by it. 
 
    ‘Are you sure you’re okay in here?’ 
 
    ‘Mm. Good.’ 
 
    She leaned forward and kissed me again. I indulged for a moment but eventually pulled away. 
 
    ‘I can’t,’ I said. ‘Not right now.’ 
 
    ‘You do not want me?’ 
 
    ‘I definitely want you, believe me. I just have a lot to do right now.’ 
 
    ‘Very well. I must say it is a little strange for things to be the other way around. Usually it is I who is turning away the men.’ 
 
    She smiled at me and closed her eyes, then fell back into the water as she sighed with pleasure. 
 
    I left quickly, closing the door to the treehouse and collapsing against the trunk on my shoulder, rubbing my eyes. 
 
    I could have had her in that bath then and there, but it didn’t feel right. I had too much to complete right now, and I had been away from my tribe for a full day. I had other things to sort out. 
 
    I headed to the cart and retrieved the seeds that Lara and Lola had retrieved, then went to meet Tormus and Eri. 
 
    ‘Excellent,’ Eri remarked. ‘These will make an excellent start.’ 
 
    ‘Good Everything else in order?’ 
 
    ‘Things are growing wonderfully,’ Tormus said. ‘The sun has let up a little compared to how hot it was a few weeks ago.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Eri added. ‘I would not be surprised if we experience some rainfall in the coming weeks.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I haven’t experienced rain in... Well, in a long time.’ 
 
    ‘It has been many months.’ 
 
    ‘Will it affect the crops?’ 
 
    ‘The corn, perhaps. It flourishes in hot weather. The moonseed can be protected from rainfall. The tomato’s will be fine.’ 
 
    ‘What about potatoes and carrots?’ 
 
    ‘Also fine,’ Eri replied. ‘But with all of these crops...’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    The husband and wife shared a look. 
 
    ‘Despite our experience,’ Tormus continued, ‘we are starting to become a little overwhelmed with work. Some further help would be useful in the future if we intend to expand the extent and variety of our crops.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ I replied. ‘For the time being, uproot most of the remaining corn and plant the carrots and potatoes. We can increase our profits with less work that way. Just do what you can.’ 
 
    I nodded goodbye to them, but they shared another pensive look. 
 
    ‘Something wrong? You can tell me, whatever it is.’ 
 
    They both laughed nervously. 
 
    ‘There is another reason that we need further help farming the crops. I am... With child.’ 
 
    ‘Really? I, uhh... Wow. Congratulations.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you!’ 
 
    Tormus was the one who said it - he proceeded to rush forward and hug me. He was a lean, regular man, but he damn near lifted me from the ground with his strength. 
 
    Hell, there was no way that I wasn’t going to return that hug. 
 
    ‘How far along are you?’ I asked, returning to Eri. 
 
    ‘Three weeks, I think, which means only three months until we are a family of three.’ 
 
    ‘Three months? How… How does that work?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. We, like all kinds in Agraria, produce differently to others.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need any more information than that,’ I laughed, holding up my hands. Their hippie-esque nature led me to believe I would be hearing a lot more than I needed to know. ‘Okay, from now on, no more heavy lifting. I’m sure your husband will be more than glad to do the work.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate the worry, master, but nurturing the land is my life force. It is the same for that I intend to pass to my child.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, but like I said, let’s focus on the high-yield crops. We’re moving away from corn. We’ll have a special dinner at some point in the next few days to celebrate.’ 
 
    ‘We would like that very much.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Right now I really have to get some sleep.’ 
 
    By the time I returned to the treehouse my exhaustion had truly caught up with me. Santana appeared in the clearing and came rushing up to me, but halted a few yards short. 
 
    ‘Master Jack... You are not well.’ 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ I said resolutely. ‘I just need to rest.’ 
 
    Santana helped me up the steps and onto the bed. 
 
    I rolled onto my back and glanced over at the bathtub. Elera was asleep in the water, her head resting against the side. 
 
    ‘Ariadne told me about this nymph that stole your heart.’ 
 
    ‘She didn’t steal my heart,’ I smiled groggily. ‘She’s a damn good fighter, though.’ 
 
    ‘And very attractive, not that that would have swayed your judgement at all, master...’ 
 
    ‘Very attractive, huh? You don’t usually comment on that kind of thing.’ 
 
    ‘I saw a nymph once, perhaps a year ago.’ Santana crossed to the bucket by the bathtub and soaked a small towel in it. ‘There was a river a few miles from our homestead. I was searching for herbs in the forest near a stream. I heard something and saw her. Her skin was a little greener than Elera’s, but she was no less beautiful. I was captivated by her. 
 
    ‘When I got home that night and said my prayers, I climbed into bed and found that I could not stop thinking about her... and that was the first night that I...’ 
 
    ‘That you what?’ I said sleepily, struggling to keep my eyes open. 
 
    ‘It was the first time that I felt my own touch.’ 
 
    My eyes flicked open. That did a damn good job of waking me up. 
 
    ‘Woah...’ I said, lifting my head. ‘I thought you said...’ 
 
    ‘I told you that I had pleasured myself.’ Santana stood from the bed and crossed to the treehouse door, halting in the doorway and smiling at me over her shoulder. ‘I never told you what I was thinking about.’ 
 
    With that she closed the door, leaving me with my thoughts. 
 
    ‘Christ...’ I whispered, lying back against my pillow. ‘These women are going to be the death of me...’ 
 
    My mind eventually settled, and I managed to fall asleep in the early afternoon. I had intended for it to just be a nap, but there was no way that was happening. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    ‘Jack, wake up!’ 
 
    I stuttered awake to Santana shaking my arm. Darkness had fallen long ago on the land. 
 
    ‘What, what is it?’   
 
    ‘The nymph...’ 
 
    I sat up and she pointed to the bathtub. Ariadne was cradling Elera in her arms. The nymph was on the floor wheezing desperately, her eyes wide and fearful. 
 
    I jumped up from the bed just as Lara emerged through the door with a bucket of water in her hand. 
 
    We both hurried to Elera’s side. Lara fed her some of the water than poured the rest over her body. It seemed to provide some relief for several seconds, but after a short while she continued to struggle for breath. 
 
    ‘I think she needs fresh water,’ Santana said. 
 
    ‘Where do I find that? Am I supposed to drop her into the well? It’ll kill her.’ 
 
    ‘We can’t drop her into the tribe’s clean water supply,’ Ariadne said. ‘I think she needs a river.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know any nearby,’ Lara said, casting the bucket aside. 
 
    Elera pushed from Ariadne’s grasp and reached towards the door. 
 
    ‘She can seek out water sources,’ I said. ‘All I have to do is follow where she points.’ 
 
    I picked Elera up and carried her frail body to the pasture. Readying Arabelle quickly, I propped Elera up onto the front of the horse and climbed on behind her. 
 
    ‘It’s after dark,’ Ariadne called to me. ‘It’s not safe!’ 
 
    ‘We dealt with that already.’ 
 
    ‘There are still creatures out there.’ 
 
    ‘She’s going to die if she doesn’t get to a river. It’s just a chance I’m going to have to take.’ 
 
    Elera managed to raise her arm, pointing to the north.  
 
    I whipped the reins and raced across the land to the northern gates. I jumped from Arabelle and opened them quickly, heading out with reassurance from the girls that they would lock them up behind me. 
 
    Lighting a torch and departing from my land, we headed into the wild. 
 
    Elera’s limp hand, and a single finger pointing weakly forward in the light of my torch, was the only thing guiding my way. 
 
    She directed us slightly northeast, away from the direction of the trading post and the path towards it. We moved deeper and deeper into the unmapped reaches of the forest. 
 
    It was all I could do to stop Arabelle from slamming into a tree. 
 
    What terrified me most was how silent the forest was. Sure, the slamming of her hooves against the undergrowth and the hard breathing of all three of us colored my senses, but other than that my vision was assaulted by a constant torrent of illuminated trunks that we moved past and in between. 
 
    I prayed that one of them wouldn’t move and reveal itself to be some unknown monster. 
 
    ‘Mm...!’ Elera moaned out. ‘There...!’ 
 
    Her hand rose to point ahead briefly but fell again. She turned her head to the side, and in the firelight I glanced sharply at her face; her lips had become chapped and dry as if she hadn’t tasted water in weeks, and her face was turning a light shade of purple instead of the graceful blue that I had become used to. 
 
    Her skin looked like it was cracking open. 
 
    ‘Hold on...!’ 
 
    I kicked Arabelle’s stirrups and my horse neighed wildly I’m response. We galloped ahead hard, barely missing trees that whipped by. 
 
    The further we travelled the more nervous I became. We had moved more than a mile to the north-east from the tribe, and there was still no water in sight. 
 
    This wasn’t like the Black Patch in its boggy marshes and endless pools. It was dry, until- 
 
    Arabelle neighed loudly and slid to a halt. Elera and I were almost bucked from her back, but I managed to hold both of us in place. 
 
    I raised my torch and searched for the threat, but there was none. 
 
    Elera suddenly shifted and fell from the horse’s back. She landed heavily on the ground and began to claw her way forward. 
 
    ‘Shit...’ 
 
    I jumped down and hitched Arabelle to a tough, low-hanging branch before rushing over to Elera. I moved to pick her up but she fought against me. 
 
    ‘There...!’ She wheezed, pointing ahead. 
 
    ‘There’s nothing here!’ 
 
    But then, against the rushing wind, I realized that I wasn’t just listening to the sounds of the endless leaves of the forest clashing with each other – there was water straight ahead, and it was making a lot of noise. 
 
    A thick wall of leaves and vines blocked our way, but Elera continued to claw at it. I retrieved my sword and cut through it. It was tough, but eventually my sword ripped vertically through the greenery. 
 
    I picked Elera up and laid her across my back, pushing my torch through the gap before it had a chance to set fire to the leaves, and followed the fire in my hand. 
 
     ‘Woah...’ 
 
    I was standing in a small clearing that gave directly onto a waterfall. Rushing blue water fell across smoothed grey rocks five yards overhead, disappearing into the ground below. 
 
    That was the reason that we couldn’t find a river in the area; it flowed through the ground beneath us. It must have flowed from here all the way to Ichabod’s Cove, and along a hundred other smaller streams too. 
 
    Either side of the waterfall were more jagged rocks that led at a steep incline to the raised land up ahead, and the point where the river stemmed from. As of yet we had mostly travelled south, and I had yet to explore the north beyond the trading post. 
 
    Elera was now on her feet beneath the flowing water. She had one foot on the ground that I could see, and the other on the other side of the waterfall, suspended on some unseen ledge. 
 
    She tilted her head back and indulged in the flow of the earth’s life force for stretching moments. 
 
    Before my eyes her cracked purple skin transformed into the flawless light blue that I had seen the first time I had met her. 
 
    She turned to me and smiled as the water flowed over her body. 
 
    ‘Come,’ she smiled, beckoning me to her. 
 
     Before I could answer Elera vanished behind the waterfall. 
 
    I approached it and called out her name. Nothing. 
 
    ‘Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘Beyond the water!’ Her voice echoed as if all around me. 
 
    I surveyed the pounding torrents of water and figured there was no way I could reach Elera without getting soaked. 
 
    I put out my torch in the water, threw it to the ground, and stepped forwards. 
 
    ‘Fuck it.’ 
 
    I pushed through the water, holding my hands out and waiting to slam into a rock wall. 
 
    Leaving the water, I emerged into an open space. It was entirely dark. 
 
    I searched in my inventory and retrieved another torch, then ignited it. 
 
    I was standing in a small cave that stretched back into the rock five or six yards and the same in width. Fine sand caked the ground, but otherwise the space was bare - aside from Elera. 
 
    She was pushing her wet hair behind her back, her wet body dripping with moisture. Beads of water dropped over her smooth skin, which she rubbed in like a lotion. 
 
    ‘So much better,’ she sighed, smiling. ‘I am sorry for the, umm... Problem?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it’s no problem,’ I stressed, jamming the end of the torch down in the side so that it held in place. ‘I just... I thought you were dying.’ 
 
    ‘I have always lived in the water... I do not think that I can leave it. Thank you for saving me just now.’ 
 
    Without hesitation she proceeded to pull away the leather covering her breasts and cast it aside, then bent over and slipped out of her underwear. 
 
    ‘Woah, woah, what are you doing?’ 
 
    ‘I must get water to all of my body.’ 
 
    She continued rubbing the water over her body, caressing her breasts and running her hands over her stomach and down between her legs. She gasped lightly as her hands ran over the sensitivity between her legs. 
 
    I couldn’t look anywhere else. 
 
    She looked back up from her body and smiled at me. 
 
    ‘Do you enjoy looking at me?’ 
 
    ‘I... Yeah. A little too much, actually. Listen, I think it’s best that I get back to my land. They’re going to be worrying about me.’ 
 
    ‘You are leaving me?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t stay at the tribal land. With no water you’ll die. You’ll be safe here for now.’ 
 
    ‘Please stay for a short time. I have been without company for so long.’ 
 
    She wasn’t messing around. She had already crossed to me in total silence and was standing right before me. The nymph brought her hands to my chest and licked her blue lips. She slid a hand to the back of my beck, guiding me to her 
 
    There was no way that I could resist kissing her. Her lips were warm and soft and full, and pressed tightly to mine as I ran my hands over her wet, naked body. 
 
    ‘This is the most that I have ever let a man touch me,’ she whispered. ‘In the rivers it was never anything more than a stroke of the face or a guiding finger at a man’s chin before they fell into the water, and I and my sisters would laugh at them and disappear into the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like you’re doing that right now.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you think I want to run away?’ 
 
    ‘Your nature,’ I smiled. ‘Like you said.’ 
 
    ‘It is my nature to entice the weak-minded of your kind… But real men, like you, are different. You are the first man of true strength that I have encountered.’ 
 
    We kissed again. Elera pulled at my clothes and removed them effortlessly, her hands seeming to be everywhere. 
 
    ‘Now this makes it seem like you’ve been with a man before.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe we did not only pull them into the water… Maybe we stole their clothes with promises of pleasure and then pulled them into the water…’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to do that to me?’ 
 
    ‘No… I don’t think so…’ 
 
    My clothes removed, our naked bodies became pressed together in the cave as we kissed passionately. Elera’s hands found my hardness and her fingers wrapped around me as I ran my fingers between her legs and felt her wetness against my skin. 
 
    She gasped at my touch, her mouth falling open as we looked each other in the eyes and pleasured each other with our hands. Her touch was soft and gentle, and the feeling of her supple fingers was incredible. 
 
    We were still standing in the midst of all of this – until Elera suddenly slid her hands up to the back of my neck and whispered into my ear. 
 
    ‘Sit down… I want to mount you.’ 
 
    I had never heard it said like that before, but for some reason it turned me on even more. 
 
    I lowered myself to the ground, sitting and leaning back as I propped myself up on my hands. Elera stood before me, then lowered herself down atop me. Her body quivered as the head of my throbbing cock touched between her legs for the first time, but I had to do nothing; she moved herself onto me, supporting herself with her hands on my shoulders as we both watched me enter her for the first time. 
 
    She looked up at me, her mouth hanging open. I wrapped my arms around her as our bodies moved together slowly as we experienced each other for the first time, but it didn’t take long for Elera’s appetite to flare up. 
 
    ‘Mm… More…’ 
 
    I lowered myself back with Elera still atop and my dick buried into her. She laid herself on me and positioned her legs, biting her lip and staring me intensely in the eyes as I fucked her harder. She stamped her hands into the sand and pressed her body against mine, pushing her round breasts around my face, which I was more than happy to take. 
 
    I licked ferociously at her nipples as I took her hard. It was the dead of night outside, and while we were secluded in the cave I had no intention of being heard by any foreign beast that might have been lurking nearby. 
 
    But Elera’s screams were like the most addictive drug I had never heard of. I couldn’t get enough of them. Fortunately for us, the waterfall masked most of the sounds that we made. 
 
    We slowed, and she pulled herself from me. She laughed playfully and sank forward onto her front a few feet away. 
 
    ‘Defile my body,’ she said, moving to all fours and arching her back. ‘This is the gift I give to a real man…’ 
 
    In the flickering firelight of the secluded cave I moved behind Elera, admiring her round, perfect behind for a moment as she perched it in the air and shook her hips smoothly from side to side. 
 
    I pushed into her again, commanding her hips as she moaned out gracefully against the sound of crashing water behind me. The sounds of her pleasure combined with it as I groaned out, biting my lip to hold myself back as I took her from behind. 
 
    Her blue, slender body writhed as her fingers tensed and grasped at the millions of grains of sand as I took her harder and harder. Somehow she seemed to be growing tighter around me as I pounded her. 
 
    I couldn’t take it any longer. 
 
    In the warm seclusion of the cave I thrusted into her and came deep inside of her, my groans and her screams of ecstasy echoing all around us. 
 
    I pulled from Elera, and her quivering arms finally gave out. She fell onto her front and rolled to her side, panting deeply. I crawled to her side and wrapped her blue body up in my own. She was water-kissed and smooth, her warm form thoroughly satisfied and mine too as we both drifted to sleep. 
 
    *** 
 
    Light was shining through the waterfall when I awoke. I turned over on the sand to see Elera sleeping peacefully next to me. 
 
    I watched her for a few minutes before her eyes flickered open and she looked up at me with a smile. 
 
    ‘Did you sleep well?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty well,’ I replied. ‘You completely took it out of me.’ 
 
    ‘I am glad to know that my first time was pleasurable for you.’ 
 
    ‘You shouldn’t think of it like that,’ I laughed. ‘It should feel good to you to, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course, but I have been so used to the idea of thinking about what men want for so many years that…’ 
 
    ‘It’s difficult to get out of that way of thinking. Look, I might be in charge, but that doesn’t mean it’s not my job to pleasure you too. And with a body like yours… Well, it’s pretty impossible for me not to try and do that.’ 
 
    ‘I found last night incredibly pleasurable, Tall-man.’ 
 
    ‘Good. I promise next time I’ll make it even better.’ 
 
    ‘There will be a next time?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. If you want to, obviously.’ 
 
    ‘I certainly do, but how is that possible? I cannot return to your land… Unless you wish to keep coming back here, but I do not want to be troublesome to you.’ 
 
    ‘You’re not troublesome, believe me,’ I said, sitting up and reaching for my clothes. I couldn’t help feeling like this was some kind of Sunday morning nail-and-bail after a one-night stand. That may have been what it looked like, but that wasn’t what it was. ‘I’m going to figure out a way for you to stay alive on my land, whether that means digging until I hit water or channelling a river through it. I’ll find a way.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. I was right about you being a good man. You are not just strong and commanding, but kind too.’ 
 
    ‘I’m just trying to do something good,’ I said simply. ‘What more can I do?’ 
 
    I pulled on my clothes while Elera watched me. I was about to kiss her goodbye when a flicker of movement at the back of the cave set my nerves on edge. 
 
    I quickly reached for my sword and held it in a defensive stance. Elera sat bolt upright, looking between me and the darkness ahead. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Something moved back there.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t see it.’ 
 
    There was a sudden flicker of light, then another. 
 
    I moved forwards until I reached the cave wall. There was nothing living back here – it was within the wall. 
 
    I retrieved another torch and lit it up, guiding its light along the wall. 
 
    Stamped into it were dozens of tiny patches of orange and bronze color that reflected brightly against the fire. 
 
    ‘What is this…?’ 
 
    ‘Ore,’ Elera replied, heading to my side. A pocket of copper, I think.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘There was a small pocket in the rivers once when I was younger. My sisters told me about it.’ 
 
    I ran my fingers across the ore, feeling the smooth, shinier patches intermingled with the rougher stone around it. 
 
    I wonder… 
 
    ‘Step back for a second,’ I said to Elera, then swapped my sword out for my pickaxe. I had picked it up from the post a while back as another thing to invest in, but I had never got around to placing it in storage. In the clutter of objects it was still sitting in my inventory, something I hadn’t used once as of yet. 
 
    My assumption was that it could be used for removing any rocks that we might have stumbled upon while harvesting, but now it could serve a different purpose. 
 
    I positioned the pick of the head against the stone, readied a stance, swung it back over my shoulder and struck it against the ore. 
 
    Above the pocket a percentage calculator suddenly appeared. 
 
    11%. 
 
    I struck again, harder this time, and it moved up to 27%. 
 
    The harder I struck the faster it could be mined. 
 
    Once the counter hit 100%, a hollow patch appeared in the wall and the ore clunked out and onto the ground in small, collectable pieces. 
 
    I picked it up and placed it into my inventory. 
 
    Copper ore x6 
 
    ‘That was easy,’ I commented. 
 
    Considering the little work that had gone into recovering this much ore, it was something that I planned to begin exploring in the very near future. 
 
    ‘I need to get back to my land,’ I said, turning to Elera. ‘Are you going to be okay here? It’s not exactly cosy.’ 
 
    ‘I was trapped in a cave for months. I think that I can survive here. The caves below look like an interesting place to explore, too.’ 
 
    ‘Caves?’ 
 
    ‘Down there.’ 
 
    We crossed to the space where the waterfall disappeared below. Elera pointed to where the water disappeared underground. 
 
    ‘There are cave systems all over Agraria,’ she said. ‘Some are small, but others are enormous. There is another world lurking down there.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll keep that in mind,’ I said. ‘Be safe out here. I’ll come back in a few days.’ 
 
    ‘I will wait for you,’ she smiled, kissing me again and pulling away. ‘Now get back to your land. Your people may need you.’ 
 
    I exited the waterfall, drenching myself again. Arabelle was still hitched to the tree where I had left her. 
 
    I examined the area in the yellow morning light. Elera would be safe here until I could figure out a way to keep her alive back at the land, if such a thing was even possible. 
 
    The only alternative would be to claim a piece of land with a body of water upon it and station her there... Or find a way to channel the underground river through my land, which was beyond stupid and probably impossible. 
 
    I shook my head and crossed to Arabelle. I patted her and surveyed the area one last time, then hopped onto her back. 
 
    Something was wrong, though. I was being blinded by a sharp reflection, one far stronger than that coming from the sun. It was coming from the top of the waterfall. 
 
    For a moment I thought it could have been the water itself, but it was off to the left side, away from the flow. 
 
    The forest was quiet save for a bird squawking somewhere in a nearby tree. Elera was safe, and it was just my horse and I out here. 
 
    It could be another deposit of ore, and if it’s shining that brightly it could be a valuable one. 
 
    I headed to the left side of the waterfall and began my climb. Despite the water that had splashed onto the rocks from the nearby flow, they were jagged enough to stop me from slipping. 
 
    It became more vertical at the peak, but after finding two secure spots to pull myself up, I wrenched myself to the left and onto the rocky ledge, and found the source of the brightness. 
 
    It was mangled, busted and bent out of shape, but there was no mistaking it. 
 
    It was my jet. 
 
    The craft I had been flying before I landed in Agraria was an experimental piece of machinery. My memory of my arrival here was foggy, but the onboard computers had detected… Something. At first I had assumed it was an anomaly, but a strong gravitational force had pulled me towards it. 
 
    But it wasn’t an error - it was the portal that Master Marlo, the old head of the Orakin Tribe, had pulled me through. 
 
    The J-17 possessed two key features due to its experimental nature; an automatic seat ejection in the event that the aircraft went into an uncontrollable plummet and received no instructions, and a series of heavy-duty parachutes and pressure-supported rafts connected to the frame. 
 
    The first had saved my life after I had lost consciousness and Marlo, the old head of the Orakin Tribe, had given me his little speech. 
 
    The latter had done a half-decent job of saving some of the jet. It was partially submerged in the running waters of the river, and there was no way that it would ever fly again. It would take some of the smartest engineers in the world just to assess the extent of the damage. 
 
    I didn’t feel any remorse over it though. The thought that my jet was still intact hadn’t even crossed my mind since I had first taken control of my land. If anything, this brought me a sense of closure. 
 
    Agraria was my home now. 
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    The girls had managed to get to sleep without me, but they had been up for hours after my departure. I returned to the treehouse to find all three of them still sleeping. I awoke them and apologised for taking off so abruptly, reassured them that Elera was fine, after which they all dozed back to sleep. 
 
    ‘A successful journey, Jack?’ Alorion asked as I headed down the steps of the tree and into the clearing. 
 
    ‘Much more successful than I was hoping, bud. I haven’t seen you for a few days.’ 
 
    ‘The day of rest that you granted us may have extended into a second. Apologies.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it, I’m not a slave-driver. I hope you’re well-rested now, though.’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘Because we’ve got work to do.’ 
 
    ‘Always thinking ahead. That said, have you not been working for days?’ 
 
    ‘I have, but I’ve managed to catch up on a little sleep and get my head cleared. I can spend a little time focusing on the land now, instead of ending up in a cave surrounded by monsters…’ 
 
    After purchasing the seeds at the cove I had 5360GP remaining. It wasn’t a bad amount considering that we had also purchased the apartment annex and acquired the other items of value from the wreckage. 
 
    Now I had time to go through the other items that I had recovered. 
 
    The three skeleton keys all possessed the same appearance and features. Their handles had a skull embedded upon them, and the keys themselves were composed of jagged edges like those belonging to a beast of the forest. I would need to test them to figure out exactly how they worked. 
 
    I examined the three other items that I had taken. The pearl necklace was exactly what it stated. I had every intention of spoiling my wives in the future when the tribe was prosperous and wealthy enough, but in the meantime it could be sold to further our funds. 
 
    It was composed of twenty individual white pearls the gleamed in the sunlight. There was nothing that stood out about it, but considering where I had found it, it had to be worth something. I would need to get it valued at the trading post. 
 
    The Idol of Tormund the Betrayer, as it was called, was much stranger. It was a squat idol that seemed to be made of solid gold, depicting a squashed humanoid figure with an open-mouth and wide eyes. In one hand was a flower, while his other hand, clasped behind his back, held a knife. 
 
    ‘What the hell…?’ I smirked to myself, bouncing it in my hand and examining it. I turned to Alorion and held it up. ‘Any idea what this is?’ 
 
    ‘I have no knowledge of it. One of your citizens may, though.’ 
 
    I scanned the land to see who was awake. The only other citizens living on the land right now beyond my wives were Tormus, Eri and Lola. 
 
    While my leading farmers were followers of the gods of Agraria, I hadn’t spoken to Lola properly since our fireside chat back at the apartment in the cove. 
 
    She was already out and was tending to Arabelle and Myranthia in the pasture. 
 
    Alorion hopped to the top of the Harvesting shed while I crossed the field to her and said good morning. 
 
    ‘Enjoying the horses?’ 
 
    ‘They are beautiful creatures. I’ve never truly taken to them, though.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘I have never been sure. They are an important part of any farm or tribal land, but I enjoy the pure cultivation that animals bring. Speaking of which, are you still planning on appointing me to this animal farm of yours?’ 
 
    ‘I am, if you’d be okay with it.’ 
 
    ‘I would most definitely be, but when will we set off? I grow restless when I’m not working.’ 
 
    ‘You realize that’s a dream come true to somebody trying to build a herd of livestock?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t doubt it,’ she smiled. ‘I am particularly interested to meet the man who runs it.’ 
 
    ‘He’s very serious about his work, and he’s an honest man.’ 
 
    ‘That puts my mind at ease.’ 
 
    ‘He also puts a lot of stock in the gods of Agraria.’ 
 
    ‘As do I… Sometimes.’ 
 
    ‘Which brings me to something else.’ I held up the idol. ‘I was wondering if you could tell me anything about this. It’s called-’ 
 
    ‘Tormund the Betrayer.’ She held her hands out to take it from me, and I obliged. She examined it thoughtfully. ‘He is one of the old gods, a symbol of deceit to many, but not so much to others.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by not so much to others?’ 
 
    ‘He is a symbol that is open to interpretation, like all symbols really. The story goes that he and cheated several of the gods of their powers. Milos, the king of the Agrarian gods, deemed his behaviour to be unacceptable, and challenged him to a duel. Tormund accepted, knowing that he would be defeated, but decided to do so anyway. 
 
    ‘After conceding in shame Milos came to help him up, but Tormund surprised Milos and cut one of his hands off. In a rage Milos slaughtered Tormund, who would forever be known as the Betrayer.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said curiously, examining the item. ‘Just out of interest, how many gods are there in Agraria?’ 
 
    ’19. Would you like me to recite their histories for you?’ 
 
    ‘I… Think I’ll be okay for the time being. How much would I get for this at market?’ 
 
    ‘A reasonable amount if you can find a collector. Perhaps a little less with a generic buyer, but it would still be a considerable amount of gold.’ 
 
    I thanked Lola and returned to the totems, stowing the idol away in the process and meeting up with Alorion once again. 
 
    The only item left was the Dagger of Concealment. 
 
    I tapped the item’s image in my inventory. Before I moved to equip it I noticed that it possessed something that very few items I had in my inventory did; not just a name, but a description. 
 
    Summon word: Backstab 
 
    I retrieved it from my inventory and equipped it, weighing the item in my hand. It was unlike any other weapon I had ever seen; a black blade that looked as if it was made of obsidian. 
 
    ‘What do you think the summon word does?’ I asked Alorion. 
 
    ‘It activates it in some way,’ he said, stepping back. ‘But I think I shall stand over here while you determine what that is.’ 
 
    I held the knife with a light but firm grip. 
 
    ‘Backstab.’ 
 
    The dagger vanished. 
 
    ‘What the… Where did it go?’ 
 
    I checked my inventory. I hadn’t accidentally stashed it away. 
 
    I tried it again. 
 
    ‘Backstab.’ 
 
    As quickly as it had vanished, the handle appeared again in my hand. 
 
    ‘Obviously,’ I said. ‘Concealment. That’s what it means. It’s a dagger that you can conceal and retrieve in an instant. Tormund the Betrayer eat your heart out.’ 
 
    ‘A strange item,’ Alorion remarked. ‘There is only one occasion on which you would need to use it.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Well, think about it; if you are conducting a stealth attack you could simply use a regular dagger to take down your enemies. The only need you would have for a dagger such as this is if you were face to face with your enemy…’ 
 
    ‘… And convincing them that I’m their friend when I was about to kill them. You’re right, that is one backstabbing move.’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes we must do such things if we wish to survive.’ 
 
    ‘I wouldn’t disagree with you there.’ 
 
    A little while later my wives awoke. Tormus was getting started in the field on setting up the new crops, but had a number to harvest before doing that. I could already see Eri intending to follow her husband despite my warning not to, considering her present state. 
 
    I asked Santana to help Lola with prepping one of the horses with a cart for a trip to the trading post, and for Lara and Ariadne to help Tormus out with the crop rotation. The moment I explained that Eri was pregnant, all three of my wives went rushing over to her, embracing her and congratulating while Alorion and I looked on from the tree. 
 
    ‘They must be exceedingly happy,’ Alorion said from atop the Harvesting shed. ‘Just think, Jack, on a day not too far away that could be you.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah… Wait what?!’ 
 
    ‘Not to pry as your faithful servant, but you do lie with your wives, do you not?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yeah, but…’ 
 
    ‘And you share your seed with them?’ 
 
    ‘Good god, am I actually having this conversation with you right now?’ 
 
    ‘Have I said something inappropriate?’ 
 
    ‘Well… No, look it doesn’t matter.’ 
 
    ‘I am simply saying that you could call yourself a father one day in the future. Your wives are not only beautiful, but they are in the prime of their womanhood. You are not only a tribe master who lives his life and passes. Do that and you end up like Master Marlo. No. You are building a-’ 
 
    ‘Dynasty,’ I said, smiling. ‘I’m building a dynasty.’ 
 
    ‘Precisely. This may be early days, and we may still be figuring things out, but once resources build and your power expands, things will begin to move faster and faster.’ 
 
    ‘I’m no stranger to that. We’ve got this land, the Rourke Homestead and the apartment annex, but now it’s time to start building our resources. You’re right, we need to accelerate things, starting today. But there’s one more thing I’ve got to attend to before we do that.’ 
 
    A few minutes later we were back beyond the perimeter fence at the edge of the forest. 
 
    I retrieved the power stone from my inventory and checked it. 
 
    Power Stone – Telekinetic Blast – Charges x2 
 
    Incantation: Telekinea 
 
    The power stone only had two charges, but I had to know how to use it, as well as what it could actually do. 
 
    I readied my new power stone, focused my palm towards a makeshift wooden figure that we had thrown together out of spare wooden posts from the storage room, and- 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    The force of the spell was so strong that I felt the recoil explode up my arm. 
 
    A translucent wave of energy distorted my view of the forest for a second. The blast struck the wooden man and obliterated him limb from limb, as well as shaking the trees around him. 
 
    ‘Jesus…’ I muttered. ‘This thing could wipe out a group of guys in a second. Wouldn’t kill them, but it’d daze them long enough to easily finish them all off.’ 
 
    ‘Your wives are not only prospective breeders but fighters, too. I’m sure they would be willing to oblige.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Wait, did you just use the word breeders?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Why, is that inappropriate?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. Very.’ 
 
    ‘Apologies. The women of my kind often birth out 12 or 13 younglings in one sitting.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t need to know that.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, it is a handsome process, Jack. I could tell you about the ritual if you’d like-’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, buddy, I’m fine. Let’s get back to work.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    I had a few matters to attend to back at our land, but I preferred to have my accounts in order before doing that. 
 
    Within the next hour we finished up with the harvesting of the remaining tomatoes and corn and loaded up a cart with Arabelle attached. Lara and Ariadne moved to target and fighting practice while Tormus began uprooting the little corn that remained. We were going to completely overhaul the farmland in the northern section of the tribe with a more effective mix of potatoes, carrots and tomatoes. 
 
    Despite Santana’s proficiency with a crossbow and her riding abilities that had saved my life once already, she possessed greater skills in working on the land. Cleaning out the stables was dirty work, but she had grown up doing it and had no problem with taking up a pitchfork and moving the waste. 
 
    Lola and I made a trip to the trading post with the horse and cart. We traded out the entirety of our recently harvested crops for 600GP – not a huge amount in the grand scheme of things, but we were still expanding the new crops, and smaller amounts of the new kind yielded a greater return than the corn I had initially possessed on the land, which we had already oversaturated the local market with. 
 
    And, like Eri said, with the potential for a dip in temperature in the future, removing the corn was a no-brainer. The new crops would be more robust in cold weather. 
 
    But we weren’t heading straight to the Rourke Pasture. By heading to the trading post I could kill several birds with one stone. 
 
    I purchased another 10 boar piglets from the same trader as last time for 240GP, right after purchasing two cages for 5GP each. 
 
    The centaur I had purchased them from last time only frowned at me with a raised eyebrow, then at the cages. 
 
    ‘Yeah, these are my property now, so I’d appreciate it if I handled them into my cages.’ 
 
    He only shook his head at me and nodded me away once I had the cages full. Back at the cart I unloaded them, and while Lola kept an eye on our goods I traversed the post once more. 
 
    Despite the influx of animals since the death of the mother wolf, the variety was still relatively limited. But with the increase in piglets we would need more milk, and that meant more taurems. 
 
    It took a single taurem to feed five piglets regularly while sustaining its own growth, and with this addition to the numbers we would need an extra taurem to feed them all comfortably. 
 
    From a goblin trader who didn’t speak much English I managed to barter for two healthy taurems that weren’t quite fully-grown yet, handing over 400GP for both of them. 
 
    I had to take sensible advantage of the lower prices that were currently available without going overboard. We could raise them until the prices increased again, or take the meat to somewhere that desired them more, but that would take one hell of a road trip. 
 
    My penultimate piece of business was unloading the idol of Tormund the Betrayer and the pearl necklace. After asking around I unloaded both onto a collector for a square 600GP, enduring minutes of bartering in the process. All told, I finished trading with 6010GP in my pocket, and plenty of new resources. 
 
    But there was one more thing on my mind. 
 
    After traipsing through the innumerable stalls, I found a quiet and reclusive spot occupied by no purchasers, but a single seller. He was a small humanoid figure wrapped in a gown with a large, white mask bearing nothing but eye holes, from which a pair of green pupils stared back. 
 
    I stepped up to the stall and looked into the eyes of the figure. He eventually blinked, his eyelids moving horizontally. 
 
    Between us sat a vast but tightly compacted array of vials and potions of all different colors. 
 
    ‘I’m in the market for a potion,’ I started. ‘Perhaps you can help me?’ 
 
    The man didn’t move. Another blink. I could only assume that he was listening to me considering he was looking nowhere else but at me. 
 
    ‘I need something that will allow a water-dwelling being to live out of water, if such a thing exists.’ 
 
    The figure remained silent and still. I breathed deeply through my nose and crossed my arms, waiting. 
 
    I was about to turn away, when he finally moved. 
 
    He took up a scroll and a quill, and dipped the tip into a small vial of ink on his table. 
 
    He scrawled for a moment, then tore a piece of parchment from the roll and handed it to me. 
 
    Essence of the River – Obscure – Something that I cannot craft – try west - happy travels 
 
    I read the note back, then pocketed it. 
 
    ‘Thank you.’ 
 
    The man remained still. 
 
    ‘I’ll come back if I need anything else… Or I just feel like having my day made weirder.’ 
 
     After returning to the cart we set off to the Rourke Homestead and arrived there by mid-morning. Jeremiah appeared around the side of the house, his arms covered in dirt. 
 
    ‘Master Jack,’ he smiled over. ‘I see you come bearing gifts.’ 
 
    He moved to shake my hand, then stopped when he examined the state of them. 
 
    ‘Sorry. Handling the piglets.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be sorry. It’s your job. Any trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Aside from the usual manure and pig-wrangling there hasn’t been a whisper. The forest has been silent.’ 
 
    ‘Well, hopefully things should remain that way. This is Lola.’ 
 
    Jeremiah nodded at her, remembering his hands, but this time it was she who offered a hand. 
 
    ‘My hands are filthy,’ he remarked. 
 
    ‘That is the last thing I am concerned about,’ she replied with a smile at the edge of her mouth. 
 
    He returned the smile and they shook hands. 
 
    ‘Lola will be helping you out with the animals, which you’re going to have a lot of in the future. Let’s get them unloaded.’ 
 
    We brought the cart around to the backyard of the farmhouse and placed the boar piglets in the pen with the others. Shortly after we let the younger taurems loose in the pasture. 
 
    ‘Can I talk to you for a second?’ I said to Jeremiah, once we were back out front. 
 
    ‘Of course – unless Lola needs a tour of the land.’ 
 
    ‘I can manage on my own,’ she smiled. ‘Please, tend to your tasks.’ 
 
    She took off to explore the land while Jeremiah and I spoke. 
 
    ‘You don’t mind having her around, do you?’ 
 
    ‘What? Oh, of course not. She is a foxgirl, just like your wife Ariadne, yes? What a coincidence to come across another.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a long story. I’ll tell you it sometime.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed? Well, it will be pleasant to have some company.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it. Now that we’ve got four taurems we can look to selling one to market, right?’ 
 
    ‘Once the new taurems have matured, which should be a week or so.’ 
 
    ‘That’s the main thing I wanted to ask you about – how much meat can we acquire from one taurem?’ 
 
    ‘Roughly?’ Jeremiah tapped his chin and thought for a moment. ‘250 pounds or so. That includes all cuts – steaks, ribs, briskets, all the way down to ground beef. The piglets will take some time before they mature into boars.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good. Hold off on it for the time being. Meat prices are still pretty cheap because of the animal influx. We’ll leave it a little while. That said, I might use a large portion to keep the tribe going. Do you have any extra milk?’ 
 
    ‘Plenty. Take what you need and sell the rest at market.’ 
 
    I took a stack of milk x20 from the trading window. 
 
    ‘How is Santana?’ 
 
    ‘She’s doing great. Everything’s great, actually. Quiet, like you said.’ 
 
    ‘A blessing to hear.’ 
 
    We shook hands, and I made my way back to the horse and cart. Lola appeared around the side of the farmhouse just as I was about to set off. 
 
    ‘I’ll be heading on my way now. Do you think you can settle here?’ 
 
    ‘I think that it is wonderful.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously? I was worried that this would be too much of a change for you.’ 
 
    ‘I have seen my lands tarnished, been used as a labourer by an expedition group, and now I have the opportunity to live on a peaceful land, tend to animals and sleep in a comfortable bed. I could not have hoped for better fortune. Now go, young man. You have a kingdom to build.’ 
 
    We said goodbye and I headed back to the tribe with a stupid grin on my face. Dynasties and kingdoms were the talk of the day thanks to Alorion and Lola, but I wasn’t arrogant – not yet, anyway. Heading back to your land with an inventory filled with milk and an empty horse and cart will do that to you. 
 
    *** 
 
    It was just after midday when I returned to the land. Santana had completed her work in the stables and was helping Lara and Ariadne with plotting out the new crops with Tormus and Eri. 
 
    Eri was using the four of them as placeholders to represent sections and areas, and all five of them greeted me as I passed by. 
 
    I made a round of my totems, checking that everything was in order. Water was at a sustainable level, and the stables were large enough to house both horses. 
 
    I checked my inventory for objects while in the Storage room and unloaded the various junk in my inventory. In the process I remembered the copper ore sat alongside the pickaxe, and made a mental note to return to it in a short while. 
 
    I moved to the Map room and updated my knowledge of the surrounding land. The route to the waterfall where Elera resided was highlighted, and wasn’t as far away as it had seemed – it was only the denseness of the forest that made the journey precarious, but it was something that also comforted me. I could rest easy knowing that there was little chance that somebody would discover her. 
 
    By the end of the day I was back in bed with my wives, relaxing as they snuggled up to me. 
 
    ‘Do any of you know what lies west of here?’ 
 
    ‘My father and I used to hear word that there was something out there,’ Santana said. ‘A settlement of some kind, maybe. I am not sure that they are a tribe of sorts, though. We never heard from them, nor did we have any problems.’ 
 
    ‘Thinking of setting up a trading line?’ Ariadne asked. ‘It could be a profitable move for the tribe if we can establish that they are not hostile.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe,’ I replied. ‘I’m going to start checking out the herbs that are available in the forest, as well as any rock structures in the area that might offer up ores. And there’s something else… It’s just something that I heard at the trading post today. There’s something that I need, and I think that I can find it in this western community.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘A potion recipe. I think it will help Elera stay alive out of water.’ 
 
    ‘You want to bring her back here?’ 
 
    ‘I want to make her my wife. If you all approve of sharing a bed with a nymph, that is.’ 
 
    ‘I was convinced the moment I saw her,’ Lara smiled. ‘Just the thought of having her in this bed with us…’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my,’ Santana laughed, her cheeks almost turning as red as her hair. 
 
    ‘Don’t be so shy,’ Lara said. ‘We lie with each other every night.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but… Talking about it feels different.’ 
 
    ‘Humans,’ Ariadne said, from the side, shaking her head. ‘Words hurt you all more than your actions do. You are such strange beings.’ 
 
    ‘But we know how to fuck,’ Lara remarked. ‘And so does our master.’ 
 
    ‘Always nice to hear,’ I smiled, trying to sound sarcastic but indulging in the compliment. ‘Anyway, I’m heading out west tomorrow. I’m going to take this one on my own. I don’t want you to worry about me – I’m just going to investigate what’s out there.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ Santana said, turning over and resting on her arm. ‘I told you, I know how to identify herbs. I have spent years doing it.’ 
 
    ‘It’s just a little exploration,’ I said. ‘I’ll only be gone a few hours.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    The next morning I dressed early and prepped my saddle atop Arabelle. 
 
    Before I even had a chance to mount my horse, Santana appeared in the pasture fully dressed with her own saddle over her shoulder. 
 
    ‘No,’ I said. ‘I told you, you’re not coming with me.’ 
 
    ‘And I told you, master, that you need me to help you with this. You can identify ores on your own, maybe, because they’re impossible to miss against rocks. But plants are different. You need to examine the undergrowth carefully for them. I can help.’ 
 
    ‘It’s still dangerous out there.’ 
 
    ‘And I still have my crossbow. Don’t underestimate me. Besides, I’m going out of my mind stuck on this land. It’s starting to feel how our homestead felt during the wolf attacks.’ 
 
    I exhaled through my nose deeply and gritted my teeth. 
 
    ‘Fine. There are a few bolts in storage. But if we run into anything that poses a threat let me do the fighting.’ 
 
    Ten minutes later we were saddled up and heading through the forest. No more than fifty yards in and Santana brought us to a halt. She hopped down from Myranthia deftly and landed in the undergrowth. 
 
    She whipped out a simple knife that she had brought with and ushered me over with it. 
 
    ‘This is sunleaf,’ she said, running her fingers lightly up the stems of some twining orange-brown stalks crowded together in a small patch. ‘You don’t need to take out the root – just the stalk from where the dirt begins is fine.’ 
 
    Santana’s delicate hand commanded the blade to cut through the stem, which she eventually deposited into her inventory. 
 
    ‘And then…’ She continued, standing and pointing to a patch of flowers nearby. ‘This is aquaria. It’s used for potions of haste primarily, but it can be used for many others if you were to acquire the recipes’ 
 
    ‘You really know what you’re talking about, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ she smiled, brushing her hair back behind her ear and smiling cutely at me. ‘Did you think that I was lying, master?’ 
 
    ‘No. I just want to look after you. Lara and Ariadne have grown up as fighters, so I guess I’m less worried about their safety.’ 
 
    ‘I understand, but you can trust me. I’m a grown woman.’ 
 
    ‘I trust your judgement. You’ve grown up with the land. That counts for something important. But you’re the youngest of my wives. It’s my job to protect you. You understand that, right?’ 
 
    We continued through the forest on horseback at a slow pace, both scanning the ground for further herbs to extract. Santana’s eyes did a better job than my own, but every so often I got the edge and scoured something that she didn’t see first. 
 
    They were small victories, but I was steadily getting the hang of it. 
 
    ‘How come you and your father never crafted potions back at your land?’ 
 
    ‘We could not. Potions tables are incredibly expensive.’ 
 
    ‘It was only 100GP for me to create one back at the land.’ 
 
    ‘That is because you are a tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘What does that have to do with it?’ 
 
    ‘The tribal lands of Agraria abide by different rules to other pieces of land. They allow for easier construction. That is what they are designed for. The mechanics of the land offer it up, to bring people into communities and to allow people to work together.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know all of this?’ 
 
    ‘It is a gift given by the Agrarian gods. They teach it in my holy book, The Passages. The first tribes left a magical essence within this world that created the system we use today.’ 
 
    We emerged onto Ark Point a short while later and moved along the edge of the pit, giving ourselves a little distance to avoid the possibility of a landslide into the depths below. 
 
    As the pit tapered off and we reached the other side, we continued west into forestry that was sparsely populated with trees and rockier in its landscape. 
 
    We moved the horses steadily through it, the sounds of their metal shoes clapping against stone becoming more and more frequent. 
 
    Only a minute later we found a patch of tin ore, the name of which appeared in my inventory as I tapped its image after mining a small section. 
 
    ‘Four hits…’ I said. ‘That’s less than the amount back at the waterfall. I’m guessing that I have to hit different ores a different number of times depending on how tough they are?’ 
 
    ‘I think that is the case. We never mined ores, but I have seen them on more than a few occasions.’ 
 
    I carried on with the mining, continuing to strike at the pockets of ore that we discovered in the area. I broke into a hell of a sweat and pulled off my overshirt, stripping down to my vest. 
 
    By the time I was finished Santana was clapping and smiling. 
 
    ‘What?’ I said, swinging the pickaxe over my shoulder and pushing my dark hair out of my face. 
 
    ‘Nothing, I just… Really like your muscles, especially when you sweat. You look… Manly.’ 
 
    ‘Good, I guess,’ I smiled back. 
 
    ‘But a lot of manly men become old and worn and fat too quickly. You can lead and use your physical strength, and not just in a way to intimidate. I like that. No… I love that.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate it,’ I breathed, returning to Arabelle and storing the tin ore in her inventory bags. I was about to hop up onto my horse once again for the next leg of our journey into the rocky territory when something caught my eye. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    Santana and I crossed to a darker section in a nearby patch of rocks that was shrouded in shadow. I thought that it had just been blackened by mould in the heat and dampness of the forest, but the closer we got, the more its true nature became apparent. 
 
    It was a tunnel, one that descended into the ground sharply. I lit a torch and pointed it into the darkness. It sloped deep into the ground but seemed to taper off further down, based on what the limited light could tell me. 
 
    Santana and I exchanged a look. 
 
    ‘What do you think?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I think it could hold much of value.’ 
 
    ‘Stay behind me. If you hear anything, run.’ 
 
    She nodded in agreement. 
 
    I started into the darkness with my torch in one hand and my longsword in the other. My strength could wield it decently in one hand, but optimally I needed to do it properly, and I never liked the idea of fighting in the dark. No matter how skilled you were, if it was pitch-black a single lucky swing from your opponent could take you out. 
 
    The tunnel descended for fifty feet before levelling out, although the ground was still uneven. It had only been manipulated and carved by the hand of man where its original makings didn’t allow. 
 
    Whoever had formed this place was long gone. The holders for torches in the walls had begun to rust long ago and every so often my feet knocked against a rotten bucket or a decaying plank of wood, and occasionally an animal bone. 
 
    ‘You think there’s anything in these caves that could pose a threat?’ I said quietly. 
 
    ‘I do not think so,’ Santana replied. 
 
    ‘You don’t?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not here. We would need to travel much deeper to find such things.’ 
 
    ‘Comforting.’ 
 
    ‘It is. The mother wolf allowed her children to kill on her behalf. She only came out of hiding when one of her own was killed. There may be others lurking in farther reaches of the forests, but they are likely slumbering and far away from us.’ 
 
    ‘What about the ones in the caves?’ 
 
    ‘The tales I read and heard when I was young spoke of dungeons in the deep reaches of the world, where ancients and ancestors had locked away their treasures. They used monsters to guard their treasures, and that is where many of them are locked, waiting for adventurers to try their hand at claiming the riches.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a hell of a story.’ 
 
    ‘I do not think it is a story. Agraria is huge. You have seen for yourself in the Map room. Who knows what lurks in the land that we cannot see?’ 
 
    Santana had prodded at a thought that had been playing in the back of my mind for some time. Back home I could bring up a 3D map of the entire world and zoom into a single house on my phone, but out here I had nothing but my wits and my feet to build my knowledge of the land. 
 
    I had no idea how far the lands went… And I had no idea what tribes lurked out there, either. 
 
    I had yet to run into forces from another tribe. There were none in the area that I had accidentally crossed paths with since my arrival other than those trading at the post and at the cove. 
 
    It could only be a matter of time before somebody found us at our land. 
 
    We continued along the rock-walled passage until it began to widen sharply, and suddenly we emerged onto a much larger section. 
 
    ‘Wow…’ 
 
    The cavern stretched up at least thirty feet over our heads. The light from my torch bounced and danced over the walls all around us. It stretched perhaps fifty yards ahead, leading to another larger tunnel that continued into the darkness. 
 
    Our voices, our footsteps – everything echoed through in the large, dark space, but I was more steadfast than ever about unwelcome friends that might be waiting in the unseen corners of the cavern. 
 
    With Santana at my side I scoured the area, our weapons raised. In our search we found several abandoned carts loaded with old crates, rusty tools, and more rotting wood. 
 
    ‘This must have been here since the war,’ I said. ‘Looks like they got out of here in a hurry.’ 
 
    ‘My father told me of it,’ Santana said. ‘He said that when the fighting broke out, all forces were called into action. Miners, gatherers, farmers – everyone. Everything was abandoned for the sake of fighting, and this looks no different.’ 
 
    During our search I saw the unmistakable shining of ores in the walls. They weren’t just at eye-level, but running all the way up the walls to the dark ceiling overhead. Twenty or thirty feet above where it began, the forest floor would likely reside. 
 
    I had never been claustrophobic, but either way I tried not to think about all that land above crashing down on my head. There was some comfort to be taken, though – if it had remained strong and undisturbed for this long, there was little chance that it would come down now. 
 
    After completing our search of the area for any potential threats and coming up empty, I checked the passage at the opposite end of the cavern. It stretched far into the distance and was silent. 
 
    ‘We can check up there in a little while,’ I said, setting my torch up in one of the holsters on the wall and retrieving my pickaxe. ‘Can you keep a lookout for me?’ 
 
    ‘So now you want me to use my crossbow?’ Santana said slyly, swinging it over her shoulder and placing a hand on her hip in a sexy-warrior stance. ‘What happened to me not fighting?’ 
 
    ‘I never said anything about doing any fighting,’ I laughed. ‘Just keep your eyes open for anything coming our way.’ 
 
    I turned to the closest pocket of ore with my pickaxe at the ready and got to work. 
 
    From there I worked away. Harvesting crops in the fields had been tiresome work, but at least the harvesting tools hadn’t been too heavy. The pickaxe was so large that it made my longsword feel like a dagger. 
 
    Despite my strength I had to focus my swings and movements, but over time the rewards steadily stacked up. Santana moved back and forth between the entrances to both passages in routine motions, taking occasional breaks to move the torch to another spot when I needed it. 
 
    I didn’t stop and didn’t falter. Sweat glazed over my skin and dripped from my forehead and arms, and I was in the zone. Copper, iron and bronze pockets were scattered about the walls, and when they were emptied I moved wordlessly like a man possessed to fetch a crate, standing atop it to reach the higher deposits. 
 
    Time was a game of best guesses in Agraria seeing as I had no clock or watch, but I didn’t know if ten minutes or an hour had passed by the time I finally had to take a break for water. I had left it longer than I should have, but I wanted to clear out everything at a reachable height, and the repetitive nature of it kept me focused. 
 
    By the time I had finished, my inventory was looking impressive. 
 
    20x Iron Ore 
 
    32x Copper Ore 
 
    5x Silver Ore 
 
    10x Bronze Ore 
 
    42x Tin Ore 
 
    ‘This is a great haul,’ I said, checking it all in the firelight and dividing it up between myself and Santana. ‘I’ll have to decide what to sell and what to keep when we get back.’ 
 
    I chugged down water from my canteen and wiped away the sweat from my face with the back of my hand. 
 
    ‘I’ll bet this looks really attractive,’ I panted. 
 
    ‘Very.’ 
 
    ‘I was being sarcastic.’ 
 
    ‘I was not.’ 
 
    ‘How do you ever get away with being sacred in the eyes of the gods?’ 
 
    ‘The ways of the gods are open to interpretation. I think about them enough to see them in different ways.’ 
 
    I shook my head and took another drink of water while Santana raised the torch and looked into the higher reaches of the cave walls. 
 
    ‘Do you see that?’ She asked. I turned to her as she nodded at a spot higher up. I followed her line of sight. 
 
    Several yards up was a pocket of ore unlike any of the others that I had come across so far. It was glittering with a dark yellow that didn’t stray into the brown-orange color that bronze or copper could sometimes take on. 
 
    ‘That’s gold,’ I whispered. ‘Gold ore.’ 
 
    ‘How much do you think it is worth?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but a run of the mill trader at the post offered me 500GP for the statue of Tormund the Betrayer. She didn’t even want it, but I could tell she was trying to stiff me so that she could flip it later. If a bar or two could be crafted from ore it would at least be worth a few hundred gold pieces.’ 
 
    ‘I do not mean to be rude, but I do not think that I can support your weight.’ 
 
    ‘If you could support my weight, Santana, I’d be terrified. The barrels aren’t tall enough, but if I get a cart and some crates I should be able to reach.’ 
 
    I found a cart with its wheels intact and manoeuvred it over to the wall just below the ore. I fetched two wooden crates which I stacked on top of each other in the back, then climbed on top of them with my pickaxe at the ready. 
 
    Positioning the pick on the glimmering gold patches, I brought it back over my head and swung it at the ore. 
 
    13% 
 
    24% 
 
    Gold wasn’t too tough, but my awkward position meant my swings didn’t have a whole lot of power. 
 
    The light of the torch became dimmer as Santana moved away from the spot below me towards the entrance to the passage that we hadn’t explored yet. 
 
    39% 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    I heaved my pickaxe back and swung it with a low grunt. 
 
    56% 
 
    ‘Jack!’ Santana called across in a hushed whisper. 
 
    ‘What?’ I grunted, hitting the pocket again. 
 
    71% 
 
    ‘Someone is coming!’ 
 
    I struck it again and reached 87%. 
 
    Santana looked over at me with wide eyes before pulling out her water canteen and dousing the fire promptly. 
 
    Total pitch blackness consumed the cave. I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face. 
 
    I struck once more against the ore. It popped out of the wall and I fumbled to catch it. Promptly I shoved both into my inventory and hopped down from the crates. 
 
    ‘Jack? Where are you?’ 
 
    ‘By the crates.’ 
 
    I still had the layout of the cave mapped out in my mind. A few seconds later Santana’s arms found mine. 
 
    Then the voices appeared. 
 
    ‘You didn’t see anything, you fucking idiot.’ 
 
    ‘I’m telling you, there’s a light down there.’ 
 
    ‘It’s the ore. The dark plays tricks on you down here. What, you think a monster’s going to get you?’ 
 
    ‘Fuck off. Gimme that light.’ 
 
    A second later a dim light spilled into the cave from the unexplored passage. 
 
    The silhouettes of the objects in the cave came into view, but our unwelcome visitors were approaching fast. 
 
    They would be here in seconds. We didn’t have time to make it to the passage out. 
 
    We were trapped. If we tried to get out we would end up in a fight, and fighting in the dark was still my last preferred option. 
 
    I could throw a Telekinetic Blast in their direction, but I had already seen its strength. Shaking the walls wouldn’t bring the roof down, but it could bring at least some of it down on us. 
 
    ‘We need to hide,’ Santana said quickly. ‘The carts.’ 
 
    We rushed the carts situated right in the centre of the cave. I lifted the wooden cover of one and Santana climbed inside, after which I followed her. 
 
    I crouched within for a moment, holding the cover above my head as I watched the light grow brighter and brighter. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ 
 
    I crouched low inside the cart and lowered the panel carefully over us, just as the light emerged into the cave. 
 
    There was a small gap between the back board and the cover above that we could see through, giving a view onto the visitors. 
 
    Three men emerged from the passageway. At first I saw them as characters out of a comedy; one small, one tall and one fat. 
 
    They all wore leather clothes with occasional pieces of armor scattered about their figures. The small one at the front led them with a torch in his hand. He moved straight past us and into the depths of the cave where I had been mining for ores just seconds ago. 
 
    ‘Nothing down here,’ the small one said, turning to the big guy with the pickaxe swung over his shoulder. ‘You didn’t eat it all, did you?’ 
 
    ‘Hey, fuck you.’ 
 
    ‘Fuck you. The boss put me in charge.’ He turned to his taller friend, who had moved to the spot behind us where the crates were stacked on top of the other cart. ‘Anything over there?’ 
 
    ‘Just some empty boxes… And…’ 
 
    ‘And what?’ 
 
    ‘Do you smell that?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got that allergy from rogan’s ivy, remember? Can’t smell a damned thing.’ 
 
    ‘It smells like smoke…’ 
 
    I clenched my eyes shut. Santana’s hand suddenly clasped around my forearm and held on to me tightly. 
 
    The torch. In a hurry she had left it on the ground. It was out, but smoke would still be emanating. 
 
    They hadn’t found it yet. 
 
    ‘Well, I am holding a fucking torch. Dumbass. You think those glasses make you look smart?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ the tall guy replied. ‘I think they help me to see. And I see, plainly, that you are a fucking halfwit.’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting about sick of the attitude both of you are giving me. I told you, the boss put me in charge for a reason. I’m the smart one here.’ 
 
    ‘I smell smoke too,’ the big guy said. 
 
    ‘BECAUSE YOU’RE STANDING RIGHT NEXT TO ME! Good-fucking-gods, I’m surrounded by idiots.’ 
 
    I heard the tall guy’s footsteps behind our cart. He moved away from the wall where the gold ore had been located and slowly sauntered past our right side, circling like a shark. 
 
    In total silence, I pulled the Arcane Blast power stone from my inventory and nodded to Santana. 
 
    She nodded lightly in response, keeping a firm grasp on her crossbow and pointing it over my shoulder towards where the lid of the cart would open. 
 
    The taller man moved to a spot near his companions and looked in our direction, and for a second I could have sworn that our eyes met. 
 
    Then- 
 
    ‘Come on,’ the small guy said. ‘There’s nothing down here.’ 
 
    ‘Can we stop at Grayholde on the way back?’ The big guy said hopefully. 
 
    ‘After putting up with you two assholes all day? I’m going to need to drink my sorrows away.’ 
 
    He turned and led the other two to the unexplored passage from which they had emerged. The taller man was last, turning and giving the cart one last look before following the other two. 
 
    Santana and I remained in silence, our weapons still drawn, until the sounds of their footsteps and the small guy’s commanding voice drifted out of earshot completely. 
 
    We exited the cart so slowly that the wooden lid barely creaked. I lit another torch and we checked that we had everything. 
 
    ‘That was close,’ Santana said. ‘I thought that that man had seen us.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. I could have sworn it. Maybe we were better hidden than we thought.’ 
 
    ‘Who do you think they were?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but they were looking for ores. And did you hear what the big guy said? Grayholde. That must be the community west of here that you were talking about before. Those guys were collecting ores, but they were doing it for someone.’ 
 
    ‘Who?’ 
 
    ‘Another tribe master, I’m thinking. Who else would be bossing them around like that?’ 
 
    ‘Or they were trading for gold pieces, or building something large. Ore could be in abundance in the west and they could be trading for something else.’ 
 
    I shot Santana a look. 
 
    ‘How do you consider all of this? 
 
    ‘Consider what? It is quite a simple proposition.’ 
 
    ‘But most people don’t consider it.’ 
 
    ‘I have been trading alongside my father since I was strong enough to make the walk from our homestead to the trading post. I know how to barter.’ 
 
    ‘Why haven’t I brought you along on our other missions?’ 
 
    ‘Because you love me, and you’re afraid something will happen to me. I am the youngest of your wives, after all, like you said.’ 
 
    ‘All of those things are true. Look, we need to get out of here, but the day’s still early. We could make it to Grayholde and check it out, but I’m not going through that tunnel. We’ve pushed our luck far enough today. Let’s head back the way we came, get the horses and ride above-ground until we reach this place. Hopefully we won’t run into these assholes again.’ 
 
    ‘They did not see our faces.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but that doesn’t mean they won’t try to start a fight with us.’ 
 
    ‘Knock them back with that new spell of yours and I’ll clean up the rest,’ she said, brandishing her crossbow. 
 
    God, I loved her. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    After exiting the cave and mounting our horses, we continued west above-ground. The rocky patches continued, as well as the occasional herb and patch of ore that we could recover. The more miles we travelled, though, the fewer ore deposits we found, and the ones we did were often more difficult to find than those we had previously come across. 
 
    ‘Looks like those guys have been busy,’ I remarked. ‘I bet the other passages in the cavern back there are the only things keeping them from venturing further towards our land.’ 
 
    ‘They’ll reach Ark Point before they arrive at our land. That will keep them busy for a while. There are likely some available deposits down there, although the corpse of the mother wolf may put them off.’ 
 
    ‘I hope so, but I’m still worried. Once we find this town and explore it a little we need to get back to the tribe and make sure everybody is equipped with weapons and armor. I’ve got a feeling that somebody’s close to finding us. We’ve been too lucky for too long to avoid contact.’ 
 
    ‘You were attacked by bandits before I and my father arrived, were you not?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but that was total chance. They were camped nearby. Whoever those goons were, they were working for somebody who can afford to send a group out to gather resources. We need to be able to defend ourselves against a force like that when the time comes.’ 
 
    The trail continued on for miles. We had been on horseback for hours, and as the sun peaked something strange started to happen. 
 
    I had grown used to the dense thickness of the forest and the wilds, but now the trees were beginning to thin. Not only that, but there were signs of deforestation on the ground in the form of endless rotting scraps of wood. 
 
    This wasn’t just a thinner area of the forest; it was deliberate deforestation. 
 
    The hooves of Arabelle and Myranthia crunched atop the rotting wood as we moved slowly between the remaining trees, which became fewer and fewer as we progressed onwards. 
 
    ‘Wait.’ 
 
    I pulled my horse to a stop, and Santana moved hers to stop beside me. 
 
    Thud. Thud. Thud. 
 
    The intermittent, repetitive sounds were systematic, and they were coming from just ahead. 
 
    Santana placed her crossbow in her lap and I removed my Telekinetic Blast power stone from my inventory and clasped it in my palm. 
 
    We moved towards the sound. 
 
    We arced to the right for twenty yards, keeping the sound on our left as we unexpectedly emerged from the forest and caught sight of the source of the sound. 
 
    A single human man stood by a tree at the very edge of the forest. He was about to move to strike the trunk again when he caught sight of us and looked up. 
 
    He was a hefty man, bearing a brute strength that had been built up over years of work. He was clad in a white vest stained with dirt, work boots and a pair of rough-worn leather pants. His face was spattered with blackened coal marks, save for his eyes, which were deep brown, sunk back into his head. 
 
    We surveyed each other silently for a moment. Then, he gave me a single nod. I returned it, and he went back to his work. 
 
    ‘Jack… Do you see that?’ 
 
    In the distance there were several streams of smoke billowing up from a town in the distance, perhaps a half a mile off. 
 
    That wasn’t the most startling sight by a long stretch, though. 
 
    The land surrounding the town was completely void of any features for hundreds of yards. Nothing but dried dirt and rocks surrounded it; everything had been ripped down. 
 
    I had no doubt that it was to feed the billowing smoke that emanated from it. 
 
    Several trails moved out towards the forest before disappearing as if they had given up on making their way out. 
 
    I had no doubt that it was Grayholde, although the land around it left a lot to be desired. 
 
    We set off to the town, the sounds of the horse’s hooves and the eventual smashing of the tree into the ground behind us the only signs of life at all. 
 
    ‘They’ve completely levelled it,’ I said, looking at the flatland that surrounded us. ‘It’s definitely a mining town.’ 
 
    ‘Another threat?’ Santana said. ‘Do you think they could reach us eventually?’ 
 
    ‘Doesn’t look like it to me. It’s the middle of the day and there’s only one guy cutting down the trees. I’d also expect more smoke in the air for a town this size. Looks like its dying. I’m just not sure why. Maybe we can find out.’ 
 
    ‘That is how battles begin, you know?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, the land that our tribe claims as its own is occupied by you and me and the girls and the tribe’s citizens. We have a perimeter fence. You have designated it as belonging to you… But what about the land beyond the walls? We use the resources of the forest, we cut down the trees for wood and forage for herbs and mine ores… But what about when somebody else approaches and decides that they want it?’ 
 
    ‘Then I have a stern word with them. Or I kill them.’ 
 
    ‘And then the battle begins.’ 
 
    I inhaled deeply. I wasn’t worried about the prospect of a fight that I had a fair chance of winning, but so far we had only come up against forces that we could manage. 
 
    If a legion arrived at my front door I wouldn’t know what to do. I could fight well, and so could my wives, but my citizens weren’t battle-trained, and there was no way that we could fend off any decent-sized fighting force. 
 
    I cast the notion into the back of my mind. The goons from earlier might have been a closer threat, but despite the mining town’s progress in wiping out a huge section of the surrounding forest, it didn’t look like they were making considerable progress in getting any further. 
 
    My suspicions were only confirmed when we finally arrived. 
 
    There was no perimeter fence around Grayholde – the buildings simply began. Most were composed of wood that had long been reinforced and blackened by soot and coal. Despite the sunlight, there was a darkness that seemed to cast itself down upon the area. 
 
    At the centre of the town, viewable just above the rooftops of the houses, was a small hill with a large, semi-dilapidated house upon it. Around its edges I could see figures standing and watching, and a high metal railing that bordered it. 
 
    As with the trading post and Ichabod’s Cove, I was afraid that we would draw attention to ourselves as outsiders, but among the citizens moving along sidewalks and riding horses idly up streets, we went mostly unnoticed. 
 
    The people didn’t move like zombies in a dead midwestern town; there was a resilience in their eyes to get on with their work and to keep pushing forward, but almost all were stained with the same soot and coal dust as the buildings. 
 
    Several stores were built in amongst the wood homes, bearing signs for food, supplies, provisions, general items, and several inns. 
 
    ‘It is baffling to think that this is just a few miles from our tribe,’ Santana said. 
 
    ‘Just a few miles from the homestead, too,’ I replied, pointing north. ‘Head that way for a few hours and you’ll reach your old home.’ 
 
    She shook her head in disbelief. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It’s just… This is incredible.’ 
 
    ‘It’s a dump.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but… I’ve only been to a few places beyond our homestead since I was small. I have never visited towns or ruins, never seen the great rivers… I’ve never even drank wine or mead.’ 
 
    Now I felt like an asshole. She was right. She had been secluded at the homestead under the understandable protection of Jeremiah because of what he had experienced escaping his tribe during the war. 
 
    I hadn’t even taken her to Ichabod’s Cove yet. 
 
    ‘How about we have a drink right now?’ I said, nodding to a nearby tavern, The Iron Temple. ‘Whatever you want, you can have it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. Unless there’s something in your holy book that tells you not to.’ 
 
    There was a genuine wonderment in her eyes at the prospect of having a drink for the first time. 
 
    We hitched the horses by a trough of water outside the tavern. Santana hooked her arm around mine and we headed to the door, feeling like a real couple. 
 
    We moved to head into the tavern, but our opportunity was blocked by three men exiting. 
 
    At first I moved to let them by, keeping Santana safe at my side, but as I focused on their faces something didn’t click – until it clicked entirely. 
 
    They were the three men from the cave. 
 
    ‘Fuck you,’ the short man said, smashing his hand against the saloon doors that barred entrance to the tavern. ‘We’ll take our business elsewhere.’ 
 
    ‘It is not your business that I disapprove of,’ a voice said. It belonged to the bartender, a wiry but strong man in his 60s who pushed through the doors to see the men out. ‘It is your attitudes.’ 
 
    ‘You had better watch out,’ the fatter of the three goons said. ‘Our master might find something displeasing about your business in the future.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll be waiting for him when he does,’ the bartender said dryly. 
 
    The short man shoved a middle finger up at the bartender, then led the other two into the street. I thought we had seen the last of them when he turned to look at me, slowing to a stop as he looked past me at Santana. 
 
    ‘What a fine maiden you have there,’ the short man said. ‘You feel like renting her ass out?’ 
 
    ‘What the fuck did you just say?’ I replied, leaving Santana on the porch with the bartender and heading out into the street. 
 
    I had forgotten all about keeping my head down. This guy had just insulted my wife. 
 
    ‘Did you not hear me the first time?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I said sharply, stepping up to him and looking down at him. ‘I just need more than one reason to beat the shit out of you.’ 
 
    ‘There’s three of us and one of you, dickhead.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, there are. So I guess I’ll be beating you down, then him’ – I pointed to the fat goon – ‘and then him’ – I pointed to the tall one. 
 
    The man stared at me, his lip curling in a snarl. Then, suddenly, his expression transformed into a smile, then a laugh. 
 
    He turned to look at his companions, who also started to laugh for no particular reason. 
 
    Out of nowhere he went for a sucker punch, raising his arm and thrusting it towards me. 
 
    I had trained plenty with my sword so far, but this was a time for fighting with fists, something I had done more than my fair share of over my life. 
 
    I blocked his punch, jabbing it to the side so that it only skimmed the edge of my arm. 
 
    I sharply clenched my fist, drew back my arm and jabbed him straight in the nose. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    I felt his nose break against my knuckles, heard the snap of bone. He staggered back into his pals, who caught him, almost falling over themselves. 
 
    I took a few steps back, and a moment later he shook his head and got a hold of himself. 
 
    ‘Get back here, motherfucker! I’ll take you down right here!’ 
 
    Despite calling his companions stupid back in the tunnels, they both had the good sense to grab him and hold him back. 
 
    ‘Let’s get out of here,’ the big guy said, then turned to point at me. ‘You should watch yourself, civilian.’ 
 
    ‘Should I?’ I smiled. ‘I’d keep an eye on your buddy if I were you.’ 
 
    He finally stopped wrestling against his companions halfway down the street. I watched them go, then returned to the porch. 
 
    ‘Sorry about that,’ I said to Santana, ‘I didn’t mean to make a scene, I just don’t like seeing my wives being insulted. By anybody.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t be sorry,’ she smiled, grabbing my arm and running other hand up to my chest. ‘I might be able to fight but I like it when you stand up for me.’ 
 
    There were plenty of things in this world that could kill me, but one thing I loved about it was that there were no repercussions for settling a dispute with fists. If a fight broke out, there were no cops to come and put me or the other guy in handcuffs. I could fight for my beautiful wife’s honor, and that was all. 
 
    To my surprise, the bartender was still standing in the doorway. 
 
    ‘We’re not barred, are we?’ I asked him, raising an eyebrow. ‘I know that wasn’t exactly a great first impression, but I’m not usually like that.’ 
 
    ‘On the contrary,’ the bartender said. ‘I think I owe you a drink. You and your wife. I deal with those assholes every week. Same empty threats all the fucking time. Come on in.’ 
 
    In sharp contrast to the worn and well-used town outside, The Iron Temple possessed a cosiness to it that I hadn’t even found at The Drunken Steed. There were fewer spirits on the shelves behind the bar which our new host moved to, but a much wider range of ales on offer. 
 
    Six booths lined the wall on the right side, while the centre was filled with round tables that were scattered with day drinkers engaged in conversation. Most were human, their skin spattered with coal dust, although I had to do a double-take when I realized that several possessed what resembled goat’s legs, at the end of which were hooves. 
 
    ‘Satyrs,’ I smiled to myself quietly. I had seen plenty of beings in Agraria that I had only ever heard about in fairy tales, but some still blew my mind. I had only ever seen a small group of them before at Ichabod’s Cove. 
 
    The cosiness of the tavern wasn’t surprising once I thought about it, though. Bars in working towns were always filled at lunchtime, and even more popular in the evenings. They were a place of solace to escape the brutal manual labour that a lot of people had to put themselves through. 
 
    They were sacred places, and I could tell that this was exactly the same. 
 
    We crossed to the bar. 
 
    ‘What’ll it be?’ The elderly bartender asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know anything about drinking. What do you think I should have?’ Santana said, running a hand up my back and looking over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘That depends. What flavours do you like? Something bitter, something sweet, something strong?’ 
 
    ‘Something sweet.’ 
 
    ‘Something sweet,’ I repeated, looking at the limited array of spirits before eyeing a red bottle. ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    The bartender fetched the bottle and examined it, looking like he didn’t know himself. I thought back to Alorion and the bottle of Corinthians at the cove. 
 
    ‘Strawberry schnapps.’ 
 
    ‘Still good?’ 
 
    ‘I should think so, sir.’ 
 
    I ordered one, and a pint of the house ale for myself. 
 
    ‘On the house,’ the bartender said. 
 
    ‘No, please,’ I replied, pulling up a trading window. ‘I don’t need repaying for that. He deserved an ass-kicking either way.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so, sir.’ 
 
    I paid the man. Our drinks were served up, and we both took a sip. 
 
    I watched Santana’s face. She tasted the red liquid, thought for a moment, then blinked wildly. 
 
    ‘By the gods… It’s sweet, but there’s something else to it.’ 
 
    ‘That something else is the thing that makes you drunk.’ 
 
    ‘I have never been drunk before.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry,’ I said, sticking out my arm. She smiled and linked into it. ‘I’ve got you.’ 
 
    She laughed lightly and we crossed to a nearby booth. 
 
    For a little while we just sat there together, people-watching, and for the shortest amount of time I felt like a regular guy. I was back home in a regular bar on a regular date with a beautiful girl snuggled up to my side, her hands switching between taking occasional sips from her drink and sliding over my body. 
 
    And it was peaceful. After everything that had happened so far, I could relax, if even for just a few minutes. 
 
    ‘How’s the drink?’ 
 
    ‘I’m getting used to it,’ Santana nodded. ‘My head feels a little heavy.’ 
 
    ‘Take it easy. Have some water.’ 
 
    She took out her canteen and had a few sips while I scanned the bar from one side to the other. 
 
    As my eyes reached the door, three people entered. The size of the first person set my nerves on edge – for a second I thought that it could have been the gang that we had narrowly avoided in the mines showing up again, but once my eyes focused, I saw that it was a girl. 
 
    She was in her mid to late twenties, sporting short hair and a vest with an oversized green jacket that fell down around her legs, which were covered by a pair of well-worn pants, leading down to boots caked in dried dirt. 
 
    My attention didn’t stay with her for long, though. Following her into the bar were two of the biggest guys that I had ever seen. No, it was the same guy twice – a pair of looming, beefy identical twins that stood at least six feet-ten, and weighing no less than 300lbs each, and that was a conservative estimate. 
 
    They were masses of muscle and fat. For a second I thought that they were pacing after the girl considering how quickly they followed her, but as the girl reached the bar she turned to the two men, pointed at them with her index and middle-finger and then pointed to the bar stools. 
 
    Without hesitation they both took their seats. I could hear the creaking from the straining wood of the stools all the way from the other side of the room. 
 
    ‘No, no,’ the elderly man said. ‘Not again, Cass. Your tab’s big enough as it is. I’m cutting you off.’ 
 
    ‘We’ve got another job right around the corner. They’ll let us in any day now.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah, you’ve told me. You told me that yesterday, and the day before that, and the day before that, all the way back to when you and the twins first started drinking in here. There comes a time when it’s gone too far. Get some coin together first.’ 
 
    ‘How about a performance? Something entertaining?’ 
 
    In the space before the bar the girl suddenly executed a perfect backflip, her petite body tucking into the air, then another onto her hands before landing deftly on her feet. 
 
    I raised my eyebrows, impressed with her act, but the bartender and all of the patrons hardly paid attention – they had probably seen it a thousand times before. 
 
    ‘Are you kidding me around, Cass?’ 
 
    ‘But-’ 
 
    ‘Look around, Cass. This bar’s the last bastion of happiness in this town, and that’s saying something. Mine’s closing, and soon the only asshole left around here will be Mr Alder in that ugly old house on the hill. Get out while you still can. You could head to one of the ports and go downriver, find a new town. Now, I can give you some water, but that’s it. You’ve gotta be on your way after.’ 
 
    Santana and I both watched the entire time. It was intrusive, and I didn’t believe in getting involved in other people’s business, but there was something about the girl and her brothers – she needed help, and that was enough justification. 
 
    ‘Hang on a second,’ I said to Santana. I stood and crossed to the bar, leaning against it in between the twins and the girl. 
 
    ‘What are you drinking?’ I asked her. ‘It’s on me.’ 
 
    She turned in my direction, shooting me a suspicious look. 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ she said. ‘I don’t take drinks in return for favours, especially the one that’s on your mind. I mean, you’re not bad-looking, but I’m not interested.’ 
 
    It took a second for me to realize what she was getting at. 
 
    ‘Do you really think I would try anything with these guys at your back?’ I turned to the twins and waved back at them. ‘Afternoon, gentlemen.’ 
 
    One nodded back at me simply, while the other offered a simple and deep ‘Hello.’ 
 
    ‘I just want to buy you guys a drink,’ I continued. 
 
    ‘What do you want in return?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing,’ I said. ‘I’m serious. 
 
    But then a thought came to mind. 
 
    ‘How about you come talk to me and my companion?’ 
 
    I nodded over to our booth. The girl shot a look over to where Santana was sitting. 
 
    ‘What a pretty young lady,’ the girl remarked. 
 
    ‘She and I are… Exploring. So what’s it going to be?’ 
 
    The girl stared back at me, then managed a smile. 
 
    I ordered three pints of ale for them. While the twins remained at the bar, the girl headed over to our booth. 
 
    ‘I’m Jack,’ I said. ‘This is Santana, my wife.’ 
 
    ‘Your wife,’ she said slowly. ‘That makes much more sense. Sorry for presuming anything back there. There are enough assholes in this town to make a girl think twice, even when I’ve got a pair of brothers that look like that. I’m Cass.’ 
 
    We all shook hands. 
 
    ‘Those are your brothers?’ 
 
    ‘Aden and Oden. I know, we don’t exactly look alike. You would probably be even more shocked to find out that they’re my younger brothers.’ 
 
    I took a long drink from my mug of ale. 
 
    ‘Mm. Killed my mother giving birth to them. My father blamed them, treated them like shit their whole lives, never let them forget it… Then one day he turned around and realized they were gigantic. It also happened to be the day that they became sick of his shit. I’ve never seen them hurt anybody since then, but they did a damn fine job of getting rid of him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re just telling me this? What if you get caught?’ 
 
    ‘By who? The only law in this land is the one you create for yourself. One of them hardly talks, the other doesn’t talk at all. They’re not slow, just… Quiet. I do the talking for them. So what’s your story?’ 
 
    ‘Do you want the long version or the short one?’ 
 
    ‘I have time. This ale will need to last me till the night.’ 
 
    I decided to keep it short, regardless of her desire. I was a tribe master, and I was building my tribe. 
 
    ‘Is that so? I cannot say that I’ve heard of many tribes in the area.’ 
 
    ‘So you’ve heard of some?’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘You said you haven’t heard of many. Are there some that you have heard of?’ 
 
    Cass smiled widely. 
 
    ‘You’ve got quite the ear on you.’ She turned to Santana. ‘Is he always that smart?’ 
 
    ‘Only when he has his wits about him. Fortunately, I know how to get past his wits.’ 
 
    ‘The kind of girl I like,’ Cass laughed. ‘There is a tribe somewhere close by. They’re several miles north-west of here. Not too large, but as of late they have been moving ore back and forth through the area.’ 
 
    ‘Right… Do you know anything else about them?’ 
 
    ‘Not much. They’re a small caravan. They keep to themselves. Are you worried about running into them?’ 
 
    ‘Not really,’ I lied. ‘They seem to be a reasonable distance from us.’ 
 
    ‘Which is where exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think I’m going to give up that information?’ 
 
    Cass smiled again. 
 
    ‘Very well, I will stop trying to catch you out.’ 
 
    ‘So how come you can’t pay for your drinks?’ 
 
    Cass wiped her mouth and looked aside for a moment. 
 
    ‘This is a mining town, or at least it used to be. Most people worked in it, including me and my brothers. Only problem is that the resources have started to dry up. We’ve hollowed out the earth and hit bedrock. There’s little left down there, and whatever is left is being hoarded by that old bastard Alder.’ 
 
    ‘Who is he?’ Santana asked. ‘Your boss?’ 
 
    ‘Did you see that big house when you rode into town? The one upon the hill? He owns it, and he owns the mine. Anybody is free to work down there, providing they give 80% of the haul to his goons at the end of the day. My brothers and I have been keeping ourselves going on it for years, but now that it is drained we have lost our way of life. There are not many options left for us here.’ 
 
    ‘Where does all of the ore go?’ 
 
    ‘It is shipped out across the land. Tribes, ports, larger communities, private buyers. There’s never enough, much like everything in this world.’ 
 
    ‘Ain’t that the truth… And what about this Alder guy? He must be rich if he’s been taking such a huge share of the mine’s haul for so long.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, he is.’ 
 
    ‘So what does he do with all the gold?’ 
 
    ‘He collects.’ 
 
    ‘Collects what exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Everything. Weapons, collectible items, peculiar objects, strange ores, valuables, magical items, recipes for everything you can imagine…’ 
 
    ‘Recipes? What for?’ 
 
    ‘Everything, like I said.’ 
 
    ‘Potions?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘And I’m guessing he’s not interested in trading any of this.’ 
 
    ‘You would guess correctly. The mine may be empty, but his pockets are not. We would usually end each day with just enough to stay alive, while he took a bigger share from everyone, which he now sits on. His house is surrounded by guards, and he keeps a careful inventory of everything in his house. Most of his wealth is hidden across the land, but some of the more obscure and precious items are hidden in there. That’s what the rumors say, anyway. I’ve never of anybody who has actually stepped inside that castle.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I said, taking another drink. A plan was forming in my mind. I shot a wink at Santana. ‘Okay…’ I continued, turning to Cass. ‘Would you like to hear a proposition?’ 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘You and your brothers need an out, and it looks like you need it now. Join my tribe and, as long as you work and help contribute to our group, I promise you’ll be fed every day, as much as you need.’ 
 
    Cass gave me the suspicious glare again. 
 
    ‘There was no catch when you purchased these drinks for I and my brothers, but now I feel that there is one.’ 
 
    ‘There is. I’m looking for a potion recipe called Essence of the River. It’s very important to me. Now, I’ve been told it’s pretty obscure, and I’ve got no idea where to find it, but if this Alder guy is as much of a hoarder as you’ve told me, I’m hoping he’s got a copy of it.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, he doesn’t trade. He won’t give away a single thing inside that house of his.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I guess we’re going to need to figure out a way to get it.’ 
 
    Cass raised her eyebrows at me and took a long swig of her drink. She looked around to check that nobody was listening, then leaned in to speak quietly. 
 
    ‘You mean stealing it, don’t you?’ 
 
    ‘Come on, I’ve seen how flexible you are. That little show up there? Surely there must be a way inside.’ 
 
    ‘It’s possible, but every side of the house is guarded by his men.’ 
 
    ‘What about the inside?’ 
 
    ‘He lives there alone. He left town yesterday with a group of guards to make a deal I the north, so the inside should be empty.’ 
 
    ‘That’s ideal for us. You can get in, find this thing and get out.’ 
 
    ‘But once I was inside, I would still need to find this recipe you speak of. It could be anywhere.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something in this for both of us,’ I said, leaning close to her and speaking quietly. 
 
    Cass eyed me again and looked over at her brothers wistfully. I thought she would agree, but- 
 
    ‘I don’t think so… You seem like a good man, especially for a tribe master, but-’ 
 
    ‘Cass?’ Santana said from my side, in the most delicate voice that she could muster. ‘If you do not mind me asking, where do you live at the moment?’ 
 
    ‘Here in town. We rent a small room.’ 
 
    ‘Just a single room between all three of you?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to rub it in, tribal wife.’ 
 
    I was about to step in before things got out of hand, but beneath the table I felt Santana’s hand grasp around my leg. 
 
    ‘I do not mean to offend,’ Santana continued with the most apologetic tone ever. ‘I just know that it is my husband’s wish to care for his people. He wishes for you and your brothers to be welcomed into his fold, and he promises all of the things he has spoken of – water, food, supplies, a chance for work… Oh, and a home, too.’ 
 
    Cass’s eyes widened a little. 
 
    ‘… A home?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. A stone house with two floors, a living room, a kitchen, even bedrooms for you and your brothers. It would be all your own if you would be willing to help us. So what do you think?’ 
 
    The tone of her voice was like a dancing fairy, tantalising and enticing. Hell, even I wanted to live in the damn house after she had spoken about it. 
 
    Cass’s face changed slowly. A look of consideration had spread across it, and steadily she began to nod. 
 
    ‘All right. I’ll do it. But we need to plan this out properly.’ Cass stood from the table, downing her mug of ale while doing so before stamping the empty container down on the table. ‘Finish your drinks and meet me across the street. There’s an alley next to an Inn there if you wish to find somewhere to stay until night, but we need to determine a strategy before we spend the evening being executed by Alder’s grunts.’ 
 
    Without another word Cass crossed the bar and tapped her brothers on the back. They both obediently downed what remained of their drinks and followed her outside. 
 
    ‘That was incredible,’ I said, turning to Santana. ‘How did you think of that?’ 
 
    ‘You are a good negotiator, but sometimes sitting to the side and watching is the best way to truly see a situation for what it is. When making a deal you need to appeal to what the other person wants the most. She desires a home for her and her brothers, and that is what we can offer.’ 
 
    ‘That was the perfect performance. You’re terrifying.’ 
 
    ‘Terrifying is the last thing I wish to be,’ she grinned, taking a sip from her drink. ‘Besides, I think that the strawberry schnapps perhaps helped a little. Still, I cannot help but feel that I cheated her a little there. She is in need, and we may be putting her in danger.’ 
 
    ‘No, we didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘What makes you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Because we’re going to help her get in to that house.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    After finishing our drinks a few minutes later, we met Cass and her brothers in the alleyway across the street and discussed our plan. Her brothers stood to the side the entire time, watching us intently. 
 
    I couldn’t help but look over at them every so often, waiting for some protest against what we were about to do, but they just stood and listened, not saying a word. 
 
    They truly relied on Cass and did exactly as she said. 
 
    ‘There is a small patch of forest just beyond the border of the property. We’ll meet you there.’ 
 
    They took off out of the alleyway and headed left up the street. Santana and I headed to the inn next to the alleyway and got a room for the night from a spectacle-clad goblin that reminded me of Cobb, the trader I had bought Ariadne from, albeit being a lot more humble and polite. 
 
    I paid 100GP for the room and we headed up a set of stairs to a wooden hallway, stopping at the last room on the right, which looked out onto a small yard at the back of the building. 
 
    I didn’t know what to expect once we were inside, but I was pleasantly surprised. There was a large bed that was comfortable enough, a dresser, a small desk, and bathtub in the corner, which was the thing I was most happy to see. 
 
    The place reminded me of a room in a wild west saloon. 
 
    Through a door at the back of the room there was a small set of stairs that led out to the yard, where there was an outhouse and a well. I made several trips back and forth with the bucket until the tub was full then drew the curtains, giving us some privacy. 
 
    We both stripped down and took turns taking a bath, washing away the dirt and sweat of the morning and emerging clean. Even if I had had Santana beneath me twice now, even if we had both been as close as two people could get, it was still a task to draw my eyes away from the sight of her flawless body as she rested in the water. 
 
    ‘This is so weird,’ I said. ‘I just really didn’t expect something like this to be here. When I first landed in the forest weeks ago I thought this was a wilderness, but there are actual towns and communities out here.’ 
 
    ‘They rose up in the aftermath of the war,’ Santana replied. ‘People became more abrasive towards the idea of tribes because of what happened, but they have steadily begun to return. We have just invited more to join, after all. Other new tribes are always doing the same, if they are intelligent enough.’ 
 
    ‘What happens when they decide they want to expand their power?’ 
 
    ‘You must make the decision about what is best for your people, Master Jack, as I said before.’ 
 
    ‘You’re too wise, you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I have a lot of time to think. Solitude will do that. The people out here, they are always around others. It is pleasant to have company, but we all need time alone to clear our minds. These communities… Eventually they will die, and the way of the tribes will dominate the land once again. 
 
    ‘This town is going the same way. There are inns and bars for travellers and the remaining workers, but eventually it will die, and somebody will decide that they want it. It could be you.’ 
 
    ‘This place is a wasteland,’ I replied. ‘Eventually the only person left will be Alder and his guards, until the people decide to revolt. I wonder if he’s planning for that.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think that will happen one day?’ 
 
    ‘If things get bad enough. It happened once where I come from, hundreds of years ago. There was a king, and he tried to make his citizens pay off the debts of his country. He raised taxes, than a bad winter hit and destroyed all the crops. Suddenly thousands of people with nothing left to lose realized that there were a lot more of them than there were people to stop them, so they revolted. Stormed his castle, destroyed the keep where his soldiers were…’ 
 
    ‘And what happened to him?’ 
 
    ‘They cut his head off.’ 
 
    ‘By the gods…’ 
 
    ‘All the people have to do is realize they have nothing else to lose. But that’s what a leader should do if he wants to keep his power. He needs to take care of his people while still being in charge.’ 
 
    ‘Enough war-talk,’ Santana said. ‘Could you wash my back?’ 
 
    I crossed to her as she sat up in the water and ran some soap over her back, rubbing it into her smooth skin gently. Even just touching my wife made me hard, and as she leaned her head to the side lightly and closed her eyes, she let out a long moan. 
 
    ‘You always make these noises when you take a bath?’ 
 
    ‘Only when it’s you touching me, master.’ 
 
    She turned and kissed me over her shoulder, running her supple fingers into mine and guiding my hand into the water, over her pert breasts and down her toned stomach, dipping beneath the water until I reached the spot between her legs. 
 
    We kissed lightly but passionately as I ran my fingers over her, light whimpers escaping her lips as I pleasured her beneath the water before sliding my fingers into her. 
 
    Santana let out a gasp and bit her lip before nodding lightly at me as I found the delicate spot inside of her and moved my fingers against her. 
 
    She let out a long moan, still in the water, and reached her other hand up to me, holding onto me tightly as I moved her faster and faster. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods…’ 
 
    Her body went rigid as she climaxed, her form descending into shaking quivers. When she had finally caught her breath I lifted her from the water and carried her to the bed, laying her down on it. 
 
    I pulled my pants off just to relieve the swelling of my cock inside them, then descended onto the bed between her legs and ran my tongue up her dripping wet thighs. 
 
    You would think water would make sex easier, but the opposite was true. The human body does that all on its own, and water only washes it away. 
 
    I was going to have to compensate. 
 
    I kissed between Santana’s legs, lapping at her gently before pressing my tongue to her and pleasuring her relentlessly. One of her hands sank into the sheets while the other pressed against the back of my head until she was wet enough to take me. 
 
    ‘Now, now…’ She moaned. I kneeled up and moved between her legs, bringing my throbbing cock to touch her wet lips and pushing into her. She was as tight as ever, and her body shook and quivered around me, but she only bit her lip and nodded at me to give her more until I had filled her. 
 
    ‘Go slow,’ she ordered. ‘I want to feel you inside me, every bit of you.’ 
 
    Her words were like silk and could have finished me instantaneously. My senses felt heightened as I pulled out of her steadily and pushed into her again. 
 
    I positioned myself over her, supporting myself on my arms and pressing my body to hers. She ran her hands into my hair and grasped at it firmly, staring me intensely in the eyes as I moved in her again and again. 
 
    Suddenly she went quiet, her face straining with a gaping smile before she gasped out as she came around me. 
 
    Every bit of her slender body felt perfect beneath my touch, and as she regained her breath she held onto me and rolled me onto my back, my cock still buried inside of her. 
 
    She lowered herself onto me, she now pressing her body against mine as she grinded her hips against me slowly. 
 
    A haze of frenzied fucking in the treehouse with my wives always took it out of me, but this was a different experience entirely. 
 
    Santana filled herself with me, pumping her hips in short, slow, relentless movements until I couldn’t take it any longer. I held her body to me as we stared into each other’s eyes, I finishing inside of her uncontrollably. 
 
    By the time I had stopped I was a shuddering, wet mess on the bed as Santana laid atop me, breathing deeply. 
 
    ‘The third time we have sex and you do something like that…’ I breathed. ‘How…?’ 
 
    ‘Because you make me feel like a real woman.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    We changed into a fresh set of clothes and headed out at sundown. 
 
    The sun had finally sunk over the horizon by the time we found Cass and her brothers in the small patch of trees at the bottom of the hill. We shared a nod and headed to the western side of the hill where a seven-foot tall metal fence with razor-sharp spikes protruding from their tips began. 
 
    ‘Alder’s food is delivered through a pulley-system just up there. It’s the only way to get into the house besides the front door, but there’s only one of his goons guarding this side of the house. Once I’m inside, you’ll need to use the pulley to lift me up to the first floor. We’ll need to do it quietly, because if any of the guards hear us they will all come running.’ 
 
    ‘Got it. How do we get past the fence?’ 
 
    We trailed the edge of the fence to a point further back. Cass examined the ground carefully before pulling us to a stop at a crumbled edge of the stone base that held the fence in place. She nodded to her brothers, who stepped in to pull the stone free. It must have weighed a few hundred pounds at the least, but together they shifted it effortlessly and set it aside. 
 
    There was plenty of space for Cass to slide her petite body through, and just enough for me to do the same, although it would be much more of a squeeze for me. 
 
    Cass pushed through, squirming onto Alder’s grounds effortlessly. I followed and found myself having to breathe in to make it through. Cass took my hand and heaved me up, and I found myself propelled forward as her brothers each took one of my feet and pushed me through. 
 
    ‘Thanks, guys.’ 
 
    They both nodded at me. 
 
    ‘Keep an eye out,’ I said to Santana. 
 
    ‘She’ll be fine,’ Cass said, turning to me. ‘You keep your eyes peeled, and try not to kill anyone. Stealing is bad enough, but if there are any bodies and our identities are discovered we stand a chance of having a bounty put on our heads.’ 
 
    Cass and I set off up the embankment by the house. The grounds stretched up sharply and tapered off for ten yards before the walls of the house began. 
 
    We moved silently and ducked to the ground just as the land began to flatten. We crouched in the tall grass and scanned the house’s edge. 
 
    The food chute was a dumbwaiter-type mechanism sitting in the wall behind a metal grating. Before it stood a large guard with a sword sheathed at his waist. 
 
    ‘There’s a guard on each side of the building,’ Cass whispered. ‘We need to take him out quietly. I’m not strong enough to do it that fast, but you can.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement. In movies people were always knocked out by being struck over the head, but that didn’t work in real life. Any number of things could happen on the ass-end of that; they groan and stand up, they haemorrhage and bleed out, or they become mentally impaired for their entire lives. 
 
    There were only two ways to knock somebody out; smacking their brain against their skull or cutting off their airway. 
 
    In this situation the latter was much more attractive. I didn’t exactly care about Alder’s goons, but I had no reason to kill anyone right now, unless it was a situation where only one of us could survive. 
 
    But right now there were more democratic ways to get around things. 
 
    The guard was twenty yards away, and it was quickly getting darker. 
 
    Together we shuffled along the embankment until we reached a point just ten yards from the guard. 
 
    I watched him remain from the grass for a few long moments, unmoving. 
 
    All was silent save for the occasional breeze brushing against the grass. 
 
    I counted down in my head and hurried forward. 
 
    With a sharp punch in the back he was startled, before I wrapped my arms around his neck and pulled both of us down onto our backs. 
 
     Within ten seconds he had stopped struggling against me. 
 
    Together, Cass and I rolled the unconscious body to the bottom of the hill. There was no way in hell that we would be able to get him through the hole that we had climbed through; instead, we tied him up and gagged him right there, then returned to the house. 
 
    Cass climbed into the dumbwaiter and nodded reluctantly. I grabbed the chain and began to heave. 
 
    The journey was only short, perhaps a few yards up, but every inch of the chain that moved downwards begged to make a noise. I measured every pull, my muscular arms shaking under the tension of holding Cass’s weight. 
 
    On a given day the only thing travelling in the mechanism would be a meal, but now it was a fully-grown human. Cass probably only weighed a hundred pounds soaking wet, but it was a substantial load to shift at such a careful speed. 
 
    The compartment finally creaked to a stop. I faintly heard Cass shuffling, then the weight of the compartment rapidly decreased as she exited into the house. 
 
    I lowered the dumbwaiter back into place and opened the shutter to find it empty. 
 
    She was inside the building now. There was nothing I could do but wait. 
 
    I returned to the embankment and waited under cover of darkness, hiding in the grass. A short while later a guard came walking up from the back of the house, an axe hooked into his belt. He was similar to the others, burly and seemingly vacant. 
 
    But the longer I watched him, the more I became a little more aware of the man. There was intelligence in his eyes that I hadn’t seen with the first. 
 
    He waited by the compartment and looked around for the missing guard. 
 
    Then, just when I thought he would move on, the guard that I had knocked out woke up. 
 
    There was nothing to drown it out. 
 
    The new guard drew his axe in one hand and started towards the groaning guard at the bottom of the embankment. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    If I moved to take him down then a third would come running, then I would have another of these assholes to deal with. 
 
    ‘Oh, shit... Eames!’ 
 
    The guard hurried back up the embankment, barely missing me in the grass. As he reached the compartment entrance a third guard came sprinting from the front of the house. 
 
    ‘Intruders! Get to the house!’ 
 
    They both dashed to the front of the house. Seconds later I heard the door unlocking, then slamming open. 
 
    Cass was still inside. I had no idea if she was safe, or if she had even found the recipe yet. 
 
    But I couldn’t just leave her in there. 
 
    No further guards were coming up from the base of the hill. I had a rapidly closing window of time to get inside. 
 
    Keeping low, I dashed out from the tall grass and followed the direction of the two guards. 
 
    The front of the house turned left sharply, and in seconds I was heading through the front door of the house. 
 
    I was a walking paradox; on the one hand I wanted to go yelling out Cass’s name, but on the other I had no intention of alerting the guards to my presence. 
 
    Now I knew how Elera must have felt back in the caves when that siren had started creeping up on me. 
 
    And the most worrying thing? The house had gone almost completely silent. 
 
    No screams, no hammering footsteps on the floorboards below. There was only the occasional creak that I couldn’t trace, or within the wooden interior walls. 
 
    At least, I guessed them to be composed of wood. I couldn’t see a surface in the place, hardly even the floor. 
 
    The corridor I was standing in was stacked to the ceiling with a sporadic mix of storage chests and miscellaneous junk.  
 
    A single word came to mind: hoarder. 
 
    The items on show were worthless pieces of crap, too. The occasional chest had a padlock securing its contents, but most didn’t; I checked one that was unlocked and examined the contents. 
 
    Scraps of cloth, pieces of old parchment, rusty weapons. 
 
    Complete and total trash. 
 
    ‘What the fuck...?’ 
 
    ‘Psst...’ 
 
    The hissing sound was human. It came from down the hall. 
 
    I moved ahead quickly along the old floorboards, wincing at every minor creak. 
 
    Suddenly a hand reached out from a crevice between two stacks of old books. I almost yelped like a complete idiot, but managed to quell my response when I saw Cass. 
 
    She grabbed the scruff of my overshirt and pulled me behind the pile. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘What do you think? I’m looking for this recipe of yours.’ 
 
    ‘Did you know that this place is filled with-’ 
 
    ‘Torrents of taurem shit that nobody in their right mind would ever possibly want? Yes, I realized that a short while after getting inside here. Never would have believed it if I hadn’t seen it for myself.’ 
 
    ‘The whole house?’ 
 
    ‘Well-’ 
 
    ‘If that’s the case then this thing isn’t even in here. This mission’s over before it starts.’ 
 
    ‘I’d be able to tell you if you’d let me-’ 
 
    ‘Shh...!’ 
 
    I pushed back into the darkness of our hiding spot with Cass behind me as a guard appeared at the base of the stairs. We both fell quiet, quelling our breath as we waited. 
 
    After a moment he hurried down the hall, passing us and heading back outside. 
 
    ‘Listen to me,’ Cass ordered. ‘There’s a room upstairs that I found. It’s the only one that’s locked. If this thing is going to be anywhere it’ll be there.’  
 
    ‘We need to get up there.’ 
 
    ‘There’s another guard still upstairs,’ Cass said sharply. ‘The moment he passes we’ll head up. They know that somebody is trying something but I’ve been careful. They don’t know we’re inside.’ 
 
    We waited silently in our hiding space until footsteps sounded. The last guard in the house trailed past us to the front door. 
 
    I peaked around the edge and looked out as he moved out of sight. 
 
    ‘Go.’ 
 
    Cass led me upstairs to the upper floor. We rushed quietly to the end of the corridor, to the last door on the right. 
 
    I tried the handle. It was locked, just as she had said. 
 
    ‘Got any bright ideas?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘I do, actually.’ 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and removed one of the three skeleton keys, then attempted to jam it into the lock. 
 
    Damn. It was way too big to fit. 
 
    Then, before my eyes, the key began to change shape. It squirmed like a living creature and slid into the lock, settling into place. 
 
    ‘That’s a skeleton key, isn’t it?’ Cass said in quiet shock. ‘Where did you get it?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you the story sometime.’ 
 
    I turned it in a full cycle, and the door clicked open. 
 
    I went to remove the key, but it vanished before me. 
 
    Of course, I thought. That would make life way too easy. 
 
    We pushed into the room. 
 
    This was the only well-kept space in the house that I had seen. It was occupied by a few chests, and each possessed a label engraved into the lid, just above a gigantic, heavy-duty padlock. 
 
    Precious stones, rare books, and… 
 
    Recipes. 
 
    I would have to use another one of my skeleton keys to open it. 
 
    I fished one out of my inventory and placed it into the lock. It carried out the same act, then turned in a perfect cycle. The lock clicked open, and they key vanished. 
 
    I flipped the lid and examined the contents. 
 
    ‘Woah...’ 
 
    The fifty slots were filled with icons in their square spaces. 
 
    ‘Jack...? I can hear footsteps...’ 
 
    I didn’t have time to grab everything that I could – there was one thing that I needed, and I had to find it. 
 
    I scanned rapidly, tapping at icons until the words appeared before me. 
 
    Essence of the River. 
 
    I snatched it up just as the door to the room creaked open. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you two doing in here?’ 
 
    I spun around. 
 
    Cass suddenly retrieved an old short sword from her inventory and readied it. 
 
    I took out my Telekinetic Blast power stone and held it at the ready. There was only one charge left. 
 
    ‘Don’t call for help,’ I said sternly to the guard. ‘Listen to me. You have a choice right now. Call for help, and I’ll kill you. Stay here, and stay quiet, and I don’t turn you in to a mess of blood and guts on that wall. It’s your choice.’ 
 
    He was younger than the others, more impressionable, and yet there was something in his eyes. I didn’t know if it was fear or wisdom or a mix of both, but he took it to heart. 
 
    ‘Okay…’ He said, gulping finally and nodding. ‘Just don’t hurt me.’ 
 
    Cass and I rotated towards the door, swapping places with the guard. 
 
    We were about to leave and shut the door behind us, when I suddenly realized something. 
 
    ‘Wait, we can’t just leave him here.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ Cass asked. 
 
    ‘If he doesn’t look hurt then this Alder guy will think he was in on it, or that he gave up.’ 
 
    ‘Good point.’ 
 
    ‘Well what the hell do I do?’ The guard whimpered. 
 
    ‘Ever taken a punch before?’ 
 
    ‘N… No.’ 
 
    Cass shot me a look as if she had known me for years. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ she muttered, ‘I’ll do it.’ 
 
    She rushed up to the young guard before he had a chance to even ask what was going on and clocked him square in the side of the head. 
 
    The guy went down hard and fast, slamming limply into the ground, entirely unconscious. 
 
    It was so hard that the floor vibrated with the strike. 
 
    But I wasn’t going to wait around and wonder if the guards had heard us. 
 
    Cass and I hurried quietly out the door. At the end of the corridor we reached the stairs and bolted down them, two at a time, finally reaching the reception hall corridor. 
 
    The front door was still standing open. 
 
    ‘Let’s get out of this fucking place,’ Cass said insistently. 
 
    ‘I don’t need convincing.’ 
 
    Before we even had a chance to make it halfway down, three more guards appeared at the front door. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ 
 
    ‘What do we do, Jack…?’ 
 
    I only had one charge left. 
 
    Fuck it. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The explosion from my hand resonated down the hallway and smashed into the four goons running for me. They all flew back through the doorway and onto the yard. 
 
    I sprinted straight at them and arced right. They were nowhere near ready to get to their feet – there might as well have been cartoon birds flying around their heads – but I wasn’t going to risk causing any more trouble. 
 
    I hurried down the grassy knoll on the western side of the hill and slid through the grass. My companions were waiting just beyond the railing. 
 
    Cass leaped to her front first, sliding sharply through the gap and through to the other side. 
 
    Dropping to my front and scrambling under the fence, I pulled myself harder in a frenzied panic. 
 
    Suddenly I felt two pairs of hands grasp at my arms, but it wasn’t Santana or Cass – Aden and Oden pulled me up to my feet so fast with their ridiculous strength that I lifted a foot into the air before landing on my feet. 
 
    ‘Time to go,’ I said, but we didn’t need any prompting. We hurried through the small patch of trees beyond the fence, just a series of silhouettes in the night that had a single collective desire in mind; getting the fuck out of dodge as fast as possible. 
 
    The town was quiet, and as we unhitched our horses and hit the road out, I thought for the first time that the gods of Agraria might have been watching over us. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    Travelling through the wilds at night was a decision I had only ever made in emergencies, be it being chased by a giant monster or saving one of my citizens from dying from a lack of water. This constituted an emergency seeing as getting away from Grayholde quickly and anonymously was my one priority, but I felt considerably safer considering the fact that we had a party of five, including two guys who looked like they could knock out a bull elephant. 
 
    We all travelled on foot seeing as we only had two horses amongst the five of us. I had no intention of letting Arabelle and Myranthia do the work while Cass and her brothers had to trail behind us on foot. 
 
    We didn’t run into any issues on the way home aside from animals scrambling through the forest nearby and scaring the shit out of us every so often. Within a few hours we had arrived back at my land. 
 
    I had to wake Alorion from his hideout in the trees on our border so that we could be let in. He had been in such a deep sleep that he awoke Tormus in a dazed state, who proceeded to unlock the gate for us and allow us in. 
 
    I let them both get back to bed while Santana guided the horses into the pasture. After locking up the gates, I escorted Cass, Aden and Oden to the old house on the western side of the land that Jeremiah used to call home, and headed inside with them. 
 
    ‘It’s a little under-furnished, but so is the other house and my own domain. There are two beds upstairs so somebody will need to grab a pillow and stay on the floor for the time being.’ 
 
    All three of them admired the ground floor of the small stone house in quiet appreciation. It was Aden and Oden who turned to me first, both offering their hands to shake. 
 
    I believed in a firm handshake, but at the receiving end of theirs I was lucky to escape without mangled fingers. In the process I accepted both into the tribe. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ Aden said simply, while Oden nodded at me. The two headed upstairs, leaving Cass and I in the doorway. 
 
    She had been straightforward and headstrong in an intelligent way since I had met her, but in the moonlight that managed to get through the open door I saw her eyes fill with moisture. 
 
    ‘Thank you, Jack… This is unbelievable.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mention it. Anyway, it’s late, so I’ll let you guys get some rest. Get plenty of sleep, and don’t worry about getting up early in the morning. I’ve got more than a few things to attend to.’ 
 
    I moved to go, but Cass grabbed by arm. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    She looked back at me for a moment, then wrapped her arms around me and hugged me tightly. 
 
    I could tell it was a paradoxical move on her behalf; something she wanted to do but felt self-conscious about doing. 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her in return in the quiet of the house. We stayed there for several long moments before she pulled away from me. 
 
    ‘I just want you to know something, before I shake your hand and make myself a part of your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘I know that you have many wives, but… I can’t be one of them.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I wasn’t assuming anything like that.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe not, but I just wanted to be clear about it. I… Actually prefer women. Not that I ever get a chance to pursue a relationship seeing as I’m always looking after my brothers.’ 
 
    ‘Are they… You know…’ 
 
    ‘Are they what?’ 
 
    ‘Are they all right? They’re just really quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Their minds have not been physically damaged. They know exactly who they are and they know what they’re doing. They used to be so… Lively. And funny, too. But after they killed our father they changed.’ 
 
    ‘I thought you said they hated him.’ 
 
    ‘They did, but they still murdered the man who helped create them. I… Don’t know. I try not to think about it. You should not dwell on it either.’ 
 
    ‘I understand. Loud and clear.’ 
 
    ‘Good,’ she smiled, offering a hand. ‘And thank you, again.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to keep thanking me. What you did for me today was more than enough of a gift.’ 
 
    I shook her hand and accepted her into my tribe. 
 
    ‘Goodnight.’ 
 
    ‘Goodnight.’ 
 
    I headed out and shut the door behind me, then crossed to the treehouse. Santana was already undressing inside when I arrived. Lara and Ariadne were holding each other in my large bed and stirred a little as we joined them. 
 
    I was exhausted, and in no time I drifted off to sleep with my wives at my sides. 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘And then we knocked out a few guards, escaped the house and got out of town. We got back pretty late.’ 
 
    ‘What are the new citizens like?’ Ariadne asked, propping herself up on her arm and sweeping her dark back over her face in between her fox ears. 
 
    ‘They are pleasant and hardworking,’ Santana said. ‘The brothers never talk, and Cass looks after them. I think she is their… Caretaker, I suppose is the right word. She tells them what to do, guides them… They are nice people.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ Lara said, rolling onto her front by my side, her large breasts pushing against the sheets. ‘But then I didn’t think you would invite anybody into the tribe who was crazy.’ 
 
    ‘As long as they’re loyal,’ I said. ‘That’s my number one rule. Just… Try not to talk to the brothers. And I know you can all handle yourselves, but tell me if they display any weird behaviour. Anyway, how are the crops coming along?’ 
 
    ‘Decently,’ Ariadne added. ‘We finished the layout yesterday and planted the seeds, so fresh batches will be up in no time.’ 
 
    ‘That’s great,’ I said with a relaxed groan, wrapping my arms around Ariadne and Lara as they snuggled up to my sides, while Santana hugged Lara from behind and traced a hand over her arm. ‘God, I could lie here with you girls all day.’ 
 
    ‘Then do it, master,’ Lara moaned. ‘It’s been too long since you gave me your seed.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, me too,’ Ariadne said. ‘Santana has had it all lately.’ 
 
    ‘I have only had sex three times,’ Santana scoffed. ‘I am still finding out what I like.’ 
 
    ‘That’s fair, I suppose…’ 
 
    ‘It’s a miracle that I ever get anything done with you girls around,’ I said. 
 
    It was mid-morning after I finally dressed and headed outside. Tormus and Eri were awake as per usual. There was no sign of Cass and her brothers, but I had no intention of waking them. They had been sleeping in terrible conditions for years, and they deserved to rest, especially after what Cass had done for me. 
 
    And it was what Cass had done for me that was on my mind the moment I set eyes on my totems. 
 
    I headed to the Potions Totem and dragged the Essence of the River into the recipe slot. 
 
    Activate recipe: Essence of the River? 
 
    I pressed accept and examined the necessary ingredients. 
 
    Unable to craft – requires: vial of fresh water x1, fish oil x2, gils x2, mermaid’s breath x1 
 
    The first three ingredients seemed relatively straightforward. Hopefully they were the kinds of things that I could pick up at the trading post. 
 
    Mermaid’s Breath, on the other hand, was something that I had never heard of. 
 
    After consulting with my wives, Santana informed me that it was a kind of herb, albeit a relatively rare one. 
 
    ‘It tends to grow in damp caves. I’ve never seen it myself. It doesn’t have many uses.’ 
 
    The good thing that I could take away from that was that most other people wouldn’t be looking for it. I was making an obscure potion that few people had use for. 
 
    I planned to head out later that day to compose it – I could acquire the main ingredients from the post, and with enough luck there might have been some on the rocks above the waterfall that hid Elera’s cave. 
 
    In the meantime, though, I had something else to attend to. 
 
    I headed to the Building Totem and activated it. 
 
    Between defenses and building I had a pretty decent idea of what each totem was responsible for; my intention was to build a lookout tower if such a thing was available, but technically it counted as a defensive construct. 
 
    Even so, every item that I had unlocked under the Defense Totem related to immediate bodily defense; armor, weapons and the like. 
 
    I scrolled through the limited items under the Building Totem. So far I had the wood and stone houses unlocked, and the fences that represented the perimeter line of my land, but that was all. Housing my people was the only real need I had had so far in terms of buildings. 
 
    Even with the fence in place, though, I had doubts grounded in reality. It signified a cut-off point, but it also gave an early warning to anybody approaching the land that there was a settlement here. 
 
    It was a blessing and a curse, really. A form of defense, and a call to anyone approaching from the wilds that there was something of value right here. 
 
    With that considered, I knew that it was time to take things up a notch. 
 
    I had more than enough gold to initiate the next few upgrades on the Building Totem. With each I unlocked more structures – some were smaller and inconsequential for my needs right now, like signposts and individual doors, but others were slightly bigger and a little more useful. 
 
    Before I arrived at what I needed, I unlocked a chicken coop, even an outhouse – and then the lookout post. 
 
    The image in the window suggested that it was at least twice the height of the fences that composed the perimeter. I tapped craft. 
 
    Unable to craft – requires wood x200 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ I muttered. 100 was required for one of the basic wooden shacks that I had completely skipped by in offering my citizens the better stone houses. 
 
    One thing I had learned in life was that you tended to get what you paid for. Something valuable required sacrifice, and in this case it was a matter of giving up time and the sweat of my brow. 
 
    But that didn’t mean I couldn’t delegate and split the work to speed things up. 
 
    I paid a visit to Cass and her brothers. Their front door was now open, and they were seated in the kitchen together. 
 
    ‘Good morning,’ I smiled. ‘Have you had breakfast?’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Cass replied. ‘I was going to come and ask permission about that.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to ask me permission. It’s food. It’s a right. Go grab some from the stores.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. We’ve got an abundance of it. Take all you need.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you so much… I must say that I am not used to this in the slightest.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it. Actually, I need a little help, if your brothers are up for it.’ 
 
    ‘They’re at your service. I need to get this house in order.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ I said, looking between them then up to Cass. ‘So…’ 
 
    ‘Just tell them what you need. They’ll oblige.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Have some breakfast and meet me when you’re ready. Oh, and bring your axes.’ 
 
    I still found the whole situation weird, but after breakfast just a short while later they met up with me at the treehouse. 
 
    We headed to the southern side of the land beyond our border, axes at the ready over our shoulders, and moved into the forest. 
 
    ‘Okay, guys. We need 200 wooden planks, which means taking down more than a few trees. Think you can…?’ 
 
    Before I could even finish my sentence they began with the work. They separated and moved to the nearest trees, digging the blades into the trunks, measuring their shots and beginning to hack away. 
 
    Do I even need to be here? I thought. 
 
    Within minutes they had already made their way through several trunks and were slicing them up into units. I joined in, knowing that there was no way I would be able to catch up with them, never mind matching their pace. Even so, more of us working away would get the job done faster. 
 
    In no time I had what I needed. They traded their units to me, then stood by waiting for instructions. 
 
    ‘Uhh… Dismissed, guys. Thanks for your help.’ 
 
    They both nodded to me and made a start back to the land. 
 
    They were a taskmaster’s dream; they did exactly what I asked without question. Any greedy son of a bitch with an unforgiving agenda would have had them working at some manual job 17 hours a day until they keeled over, but after the story Cass had told me about them killing their father I had no intention of doing that. 
 
    Mr Alder might have lived in his ivory tower while taking a gigantic cut of their work, but he was at a distance. 
 
    I was down here on the ground working with them, and if they wanted me dead one day they would probably do it without considering the consequences. 
 
    I couldn’t push them too hard. They were workers just like everybody else, even if they had a little more strength on their sides than the average person. 
 
    My intention was to have four lookout posts interspersed evenly around the edges; north, east, south and west. With the gates to the north and south providing the most exposure to outside danger, they would seem to have provided the most threat of intrusion. 
 
    The west was also a problem – with the near miss that Santana and I had endured in the caves beyond Ark Point with the goons, there was still a possibility that they would approach from that direction. 
 
    We were right under everybody’s collective nose, but I didn’t know how long that would last. We had had more than a few close calls already, and the one yesterday had been the closest of them all. 
 
    I decided on developing the northern lookout point first. It was a no-brainer considering the positioning of the gate and how close it was to Tormus and Eri’s house, as well as Eri’s unborn child. 
 
    Cass and her brothers were situated to the west, but all three were a little more battle-worn and capable of looking after themselves if anything decided to make its way over the fence in that direction. 
 
    I arrived at the Building Totem and hit select on the lookout tower. 
 
    The shimmering blue square that represented the base appeared on the ground before me. The moment I moved an inch it turned red. 
 
    Unable to build here. 
 
    I headed out into the fields, bidding Tormus and Eri good morning on my way over to the northern gate, and positioned the tower just to the left of it. 
 
    Pressing accept, the first prompt for wood to be added appeared before me. 
 
    I had few doubts that Aden and Oden would give me another hand with constructing the tower, but this was something that I wanted to work on myself. Constructing every part would give me some idea of how the thing was put together. 
 
    It came together faster than I anticipated. The base, stretching to a height of around three yards, was structured and strengthened by overlapping boards that interconnected and kept the tower stable. In addition, its base was protected behind the fence so that it couldn’t be taken down unless somebody was inside the perimeter. 
 
    In between the beams that supported the platform above I was led by the system to create a series of steps that eventually led me to one final spot. I stood on this single step, and from there constructed the platform where the guard, or whoever was assigned to the tower, would reside. 
 
    It was a reasonable space, a square that stood three yards on all sides with a smaller square hole in the centre through which the occupant could climb. 
 
    Afterwards I composed the outer fence of the platform, which stood around a yard high, then the corner beams that rose up two yards to support the roof overhead. 
 
    The whole process took a little shy of an hour, but once it was completed I felt a genuine sense of accomplishment in finishing the structure on my own. I could easily delegate tasks, but building something like this for the first time was a learning process in and of itself. 
 
    ‘A fine structure, Jack.’ 
 
    I almost jumped out of my skin. 
 
    I spun to the side and saw Alorion sitting atop the perimeter fence. His hands went up in the air like somebody begging not to be shot. My own shock had surprised him so much that he hopped back, but there was nowhere to go apart from the forest. 
 
    He fell out of view and slammed into the ground a second later with a torrent of groaning. 
 
    ‘Sorry,’ I called out. ‘You need to stop sneaking up on me, bud.’ 
 
    Alorion clambered up the fence with little difficulty and appeared in his previous spot. 
 
    ‘Not to worry, Jack. How’s the construction going?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty well, I think. Hopefully this thing won’t fall down on me while somebody’s up there.’ 
 
    ‘It should not. Structures built using the system are designed to be sturdy.’ 
 
    ‘They’re designed that way?’ 
 
    ‘Yes.’ 
 
    ‘It just keeps leading me back to the question of who designed them like that in the first place, and how. I need to stop asking myself questions like that and just get on with it, I guess.’ 
 
    ‘That would probably be for the best. Who are going to be your acting guards?’ 
 
    ‘I’m going to put shifts in place eventually once we have more people, but now that I think about it duties aren’t that heavy right now anyway. Once the farming is done for the day, the inventory is shipped off to the trading post and the horses are looked after, people are pretty much free to look after their own needs and do what they want.’ 
 
    ‘Feeling like you’re not pushing them enough?’ 
 
    ‘No, it’s not that,’ I said. ‘This tribe isn’t just some one-party system. It’s… A town. It’s where people live. A community. That’s what I want to grow it into, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Well, it seems that you are well on your way. These lookout points represent an awareness of the threats from the outside, though.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Once we expand further I’m going to need to figure out how to bring all of our different lands together under one rule. It’s fine to claim the land, but it’s another thing entirely to govern it.’ 
 
    ‘You could always employ individuals that you trust to run pieces of land. Jeremiah runs the pasture, but you will need others. Your wives, perhaps?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to ship my wives off to different lands. I want them here with me. They look after me, and having them in bed with me every night is the best reward a man could come back to… God, listen to me.’ 
 
    ‘I am.’ 
 
    ‘No, I mean… I’d never talk about this stuff with anybody usually.’ 
 
    ‘But you feel the need to speak about it with me? Not that I am not intrigued, of course. I find your customs fascinating.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I’m glad that I’m at least interesting to you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I did not mean it like that. Human customs are so different to my own. I seek the companionship of a mate like any creature in this world, but we all do things differently.’ 
 
    ‘I know. It’s not just about customs, though. It’s about what I want, too. What you said before, about creating a dynasty… I don’t think that building a real family with my wives is such a bad idea. There’s just one problem… Back when I was with Katie in my world, we both always said that we wouldn’t have children unless we definitely knew that we could take care of them. My world was safe but it had its dangers, like all worlds I guess. But this world… There are so many things here that can kill people. 
 
    ‘Tormus and Eri are having their first child in a few months. They are used to the threats of the world, yet they are still happy about it. Do you know why?’ 
 
    I shook my head. 
 
    ‘Bringing children into the world always carries dangers, Jack. That is the nature of being a living being in this world. But what would life be if there were no threats to it in the first place? We place value on the things that come to us with great difficulty. Staying alive is something accomplished only with great difficulty in this world, hence it is so much more valuable. 
 
    ‘Tormus and Eri are not foolish or misguided for looking forward to the birth of their child. They have been through many horrible things together. Good gods, you rescued them from a cage of all things. In light of that, it does not surprise me in the slightest that they are happy about the prospect of a child being born to them. 
 
    ‘You can live a life of fear and hide somewhere you consider to be safe, creating nothing because you fear it being taken away from you, or you can go about creating things while doing your best to keep them safe, planning accordingly and moving forward with a good head attached to your shoulders. Which is the better life, really? 
 
    ‘I do not think that you are wrong at all to wish for the safety of any children that you may bring into the world. It makes perfect sense to me. But it is a risk that all who wish to continue their line of life must take.’ 
 
    I dwelled on Alorion’s speech for a moment, then smiled and shook my head. 
 
    ‘Does my story amuse you?’ He smiled, sitting down on the fence. 
 
    ‘No, I’m not laughing at that. I’m laughing because I don’t know how else to respond to how much wisdom you have.’ 
 
    ‘I told you, Jack; while others act, I observe. It is in my nature as a tribal imp. I am exceedingly wisdomous.’ 
 
    ‘Wisdomous? Don’t you mean wise?’ 
 
    ‘Wisdomous is a word.’ 
 
    ‘I really don’t think it is. And even if it was, wise would do the job just fine. They seem like they mean the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘You can believe my comments on the meaning of life but not on vocabulary?’ 
 
    ‘We’ve all got strengths, bud.’ 
 
    ‘Believe what you will. I am only here to advise.’ 
 
    ‘That’s my problem,’ I replied. ‘I know you’re only here to advise, but that doesn’t even seem like half a life. Do you really enjoy living in that tree of yours in the forest?’ 
 
    ‘It is peaceful enough.’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere closer would be much more comfortable, though. You patrol the fence all day, so why not make your home closer?’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Here. The lookout post.’ 
 
    ‘You wish for me to live here?’ 
 
    ‘Why not? You can stop off for breaks, make the place your own, and you’re closer to the community rather than leaving every night to sleep in a tree.’ 
 
    ‘I do not know whether the people wish for me to be part of the community…’ 
 
    ‘Of course they do! Everybody here loves you, Alorion. You’re the most helpful person on the land. You monitor any incoming danger all day. You might not do the fighting, but without you we wouldn’t be safe at all. You belong here.’ 
 
    ‘I… I don’t know what to say.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t tear up on me. Just say yes and make the place your own. You can even have a little gold to brighten up the platform with some furniture or something. Just please make sure you leave your faeces in the forest like everybody else.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, of course.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, and one day we might be able to find a lady-imp for you to share the place with. Just because you give advice to everybody else on their love lives doesn’t mean you forfeit the right to have one.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    Over the next few days I planned to build the other lookout towers with the help of Aden and Oden, as well as situating lookout duty to others in the tribe. While we spent a few hours a day farming and transporting goods to the trading post, the rest was down to the odd jobs that we had to complete to keep the place running, which left plenty of free time. 
 
    After constructing the first lookout post I called a meeting in the Map room, which was now looking more crowded than ever, and after updating it I distributed jobs. Farming work would begin earlier in the day so as to avoid the heat of midday and early afternoon. Lookout duty would switch between my wives, Cass, Aden and Oden. Alorion would have his permanent place at the northern gate while carrying out patrols. 
 
    The lookout posts would be transformed into comfortable places. I didn’t believe that a job had to be unpleasant to count as work. They could act as living areas with seats, tables and provisions, as well as a book from Santana’s collection – only the ones she was willing to lend out, of course. 
 
    ‘We need a process for warning people,’ Ariadne suggested. 
 
    ‘Right,’ Lara agreed. ‘I can start shooting arrows if it’s one person and they look shifty, but if its more than that I can’t guarantee that I can take them all down, if they need taking down in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘It happened once in my old tribe,’ Ariadne agreed. ‘A spear-happy guard shot an emissary in the neck. It took our master weeks to come to an agreement to stop the other tribe from starting a war.’ 
 
    ‘So we need something in place to act as a siren, a… Warning sound, I guess. Any ideas?’ I looked around at my people. 
 
    ‘Any noise that is too loud and too unnatural may alert others to our presence,’ Tormus said. ‘The forest is filled with life, but we are used to it. The buzzing of insects, the chirping of birds, twigs snapping. But a bell, or shouting, or anything not typical of the forest? That is the sort of thing that brings unpleasantness our way.’ 
 
    ‘Surely, my husband,’ Eri said, turning to him with a frown, ‘if a bell is being wrung then the unpleasant beings are already upon us. What difference does it make?’ 
 
    ‘It makes all the difference,’ Tormus continued. ‘What if there are others out there? What if more come running? What if a different group come running?’ He turned back to the group. ‘I do not wish to seem like I am dwelling on small matters, but disregarding safety is how my wife and I ended up in a cage in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I think I have a solution,’ Ariadne said. ‘Red xaveas.’ 
 
    ‘Eating them?’ Santana said. ‘Those things will only turn our stomachs to ash.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell is a red xavea?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘The asshole of the jungle.’ 
 
    Almost everyone in the room turned to Santana. 
 
    ‘What? I can curse once in a while, can I not?’ 
 
    ‘What do the gods say about cursing?’ I asked her. 
 
    ‘Not a considerable amount.’ 
 
    ‘Then go for it. Why are they the asshole of the jungle?’ 
 
    ‘That is what my father used to call them when they desecrated our crops when I was younger. He thought I wasn’t listening, of course…’ 
 
    ‘They’re predatorial birds with a knack for bad behaviour,’ Lara added. ‘They don’t just eat other birds and kill their young, they shit all over their nests so that nothing will ever grow there again. They’re also not very afraid of people, either, and if they couldn’t get any worse there isn’t even any pride in eating them because their meat tastes terrible.’ 
 
    ‘So why do we need them?’ 
 
    ‘The beaks,’ Ariadne said. ‘In my old tribe we used to have a competition to see who could kill the most. We gave their severed beaks to the children to play with. They make a distinctive whistling sound when blown through, after they have been cleaned obviously. It is recognisable, but it blends in with the forest. We could use them at each lookout point.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds great to me. Do we need to go kill a few?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve no doubt there will be a stall at the post that sells them,’ Lara said. ‘We can pick some up when we drop off the crops.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s get to work.’ 
 
    With the collective tribe hitting the fields of potatoes, carrots and tomatoes with sickles in hand, we had the crops collected in no time. Santana set up the horses and carts in the meantime. 
 
    Working together I realized how sharply we had made it through everything. As always, my mind wandered into thoughts of expansion. 
 
    I would pick up more seeds soon and expand the plantation size, moving it in an easterly direction where we had rarely used the land so far. The horses could remain to the south west in a smaller section of the pasture, and we could truly start putting the land in its entirety to use. 
 
    With Cass, Aden and Oden around, I knew that they could take care of the land in my absence. Even if they had only been here for a day, I knew that I could trust them; they had risked their lives for a chance at joining a tribe and pissed off the most powerful man in Grayholde in the process. 
 
    Before we departed I assigned the west, south and east sections of the fence while Alorion remained in the northern lookout tower. 
 
    I had yet to build the remaining three towers, but at least they would be at designated points in an effort to keep the land safe from intruders on all sides. 
 
    And this was an event in and of itself – for the first time I could head out with all three of my wives together. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    Before heading to the trading post we stopped off at the Rourke Homestead. Our journey brought us not to the green fields, but to two sides of a fence that had recently been built. 
 
    Holy shit, I thought to myself. Jeremiah’s certainly been busy. 
 
    We arrived through the gap in the fence and crossed along the edge of the pasture, passing by the taurems as they grazed on the grass and arriving at the front of the old house. It was starting to look much better. 
 
    Jeremiah came rushing out of the house as we arrived in the front yard where Lara and I had first faced off with him. 
 
    Santana and her father embraced quickly. They hadn’t seen each other for days, so it wasn’t exactly a surprise. 
 
    Lola appeared in the doorway of the house, washing her dirty hands off with a rag. 
 
    ‘To what do I owe the pleasure?’ Jeremiah said, shaking hands with me. 
 
    ‘Nothing at all, we just thought we’d pay a visit, drop some food off for you and the like.’ 
 
    ‘If you’re here for a little longer I could really do with a hand on this fence.’ 
 
    ‘Looks like you’ve got it under control yourself.’ 
 
    ‘You would think so, but-’ 
 
    ‘An extra helping hand is always appreciated,’ I smiled. ‘I can spare half an hour or so.’ 
 
    ‘I could do with a hand in the yard,’ Lola said. ‘Ariadne, I hope these ladies of yours don’t mind getting their hands dirty.’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, we’re used to it,’ Lara said. 
 
    Santana winked over at me and nodded at me to head off with Jeremiah. 
 
    Even if I was in charge, I still found myself being carted around in favour of the dynamics of us all. 
 
    Jeremiah had completed around half of the fence along the perimeter on his own, and a few minutes later we were creating fences and lifting them into place together, situating them firmly between posts as we had done back at my land. 
 
    ‘You’re moving at an insane pace,’ I said. ‘After the fence at my land I thought you’d want a rest.’ 
 
    ‘Me too, but… Things have changed.’ 
 
    I shot Jeremiah a look. His skin had taken on a little more sun-splashed color and his face had a sense of life that was more emphatic than the last time I had seen him. 
 
    ‘What’s changed, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Well… Albeit my reserved nature considering the following of the gods that I devote myself to, Lola and I fucked like crazy last night.’ 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    Thunk. The fence slipped from my hand. The pair of us only managed to catch it in time before leaning it up against a panel already set in place. 
 
    ‘Good thing I’m wearing gloves or I’d spend the rest of the afternoon pulling splinters out,’ Jeremiah laughed. 
 
    ‘Sorry… I’m sorry, but what did you just say? You and Lola?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. We have been spending a lot of time together since we met.’ 
 
    ‘Which was only a few days ago.’ 
 
    ‘True, but we were both working fiercely, something we both enjoy, yet we were both becoming more and more… Tense, I suppose. So, one night, she asked if I’d like to, and… Well, I said yes. It seemed like a reasonable way to exorcise the pent-up energy that we both had.’ 
 
    ‘And… How did that work out?’ 
 
    Jeremiah looked towards the house. The girls were working in the back yard, out of sight and well out of earshot. 
 
    ‘We’re two men talking, aren’t we?’ He continued. ‘Just you and me.’ 
 
    ‘Of course. It stays between us.’ 
 
    ‘Well, between us, it worked wonders. My mind feels clear. My body feels stronger. I thought that it would release the good energy within me, that I would not be able to carry out my daily tasks, but if anything the opposite is true. I look forward to the end of the day, and the time that I can spend with her. I feel filled with life.’ 
 
    ‘So… Are you two an item now, or…?’ 
 
    ‘A what?’ 
 
    ‘Would you consider yourselves to be in a relationship?’ I said, putting it as formally as possible. 
 
    ‘Oh, I do not know about that. I swore that I would be with Santana’s mother forever, but after her passing I shut myself off from the world. Arise, work, sleep. Now I feel that I am much more than that.’ 
 
    ‘And the age thing doesn’t bother you? She has told you how old she is, hasn’t she?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course she has. It is not a problem for me at all. She frees a beast within me that has long been locked away, that…’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ I laughed, holding up a hand. ‘I think I get the idea. I don’t need to hear anymore.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, apologies. But as I said, my energy is now harnessed. I feel that I can take on the day. And judging by the way she reacts when I take her, I would say that she enjoys it just as much as I do… I went too far there, didn’t I?’ 
 
    ‘Just a tad. Let’s get this fence finished.’ 
 
    The diameter of the homestead wasn’t nearly as large as my land, but it still covered a reasonable distance. Once the girls were finished up we had completed another chunk. 
 
    We passed a supply of food to them and they gave us milk in return, and we bid farewell and headed to the trading post, while I tried to cast the thought of Jeremiah’s conversation out of my mind. 
 
    Well, not necessarily the whole thing. I didn’t want to know the details of what they got up to, probably to the same extent that he had no desire to know what I got up to with his daughter. 
 
    What I cared about was that he was genuinely happy. When I had posted him there I had inhibitions about him being lonely, and even when Lola joined him I was worried, but things couldn’t have turned out any better. 
 
    I tried to keep my mind off what the hell they were getting up to. At the end of the day, I was happy for them both. 
 
    We dropped off the crops at the trading post. 
 
    With our trading completed, I assigned Lara and Santana to return to the land along our usual route with the horses and carts. 
 
    Ariadne and I made our way around the trading post, acquiring the first three items required to construct Essence of the River for less than 20GP. It was an absurdly small amount of gold considering I acquired ten of each item, but we still had to find Mermaid’s Breath. Fresh water, gills and fish oil were all useless without the final item. 
 
    After getting what we needed, Ariadne and I made the trek through the forest towards the waterfall where I had left Elera. 
 
    We moved quickly through the forest, and all the while a cacophony of thoughts passed through my mind. What if she had been killed by some creature? What if I couldn’t even find the waterfall? 
 
    It had been pitch black last time I had headed towards it, and now, as I moved between the trees of the endless forest of Agraria, I truly began to doubt myself. 
 
    And if it weren’t for Ariadne’s fox-ears listening for the waterfall, I probably would have lost my way. 
 
    Eventually we arrived at the clearing, pushing through the shrubbery and returning to the place that I had left my nymph what felt like an age ago. 
 
    ‘Head inside and find her,’ I said, nodding to the waterfall. ‘The cave is right behind there. I’ll climb up and search for some mermaid’s breath.’ 
 
    My foxgirl nimbly moved around the flow of water, dodging it altogether as opposed to my approach of just jumping straight through. 
 
    But halfway through the climb to the top of the waterfall Ariadne’s voice called up to me. 
 
    ‘Jack! She isn’t down here!’ 
 
    I returned to the clearing and joined Ariadne behind the waterfall. 
 
    She was right. The cave behind the waterfall was empty. Only the burnt out torch that I had left here remained. 
 
    I searched around, rooted through the surrounding patches of forest and checked the cave thoroughly several times, but she was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    ‘Wait, do you hear that?’ Ariadne said, her fox-ears twitching atop her head. 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    She listened hard, then pointed to the base of the waterfall where it slipped into the ground below. 
 
    The river. Elera had said that it flowed underground and that she would explore it. 
 
    ‘What do you hear?’ 
 
    Just as I finished speaking I heard an hysterical laughter from below. 
 
    I crossed to the waterfall and looked down. 
 
    ‘Elera!?’ 
 
    ‘Tall-man! Is that you?’ 
 
    ‘It’s me. What are you doing down there?’ 
 
    ‘Exploring, like I said I would. Are you coming down?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want to break my freaking neck.’ 
 
    ‘There’s hardly any fall at all, and the water is deep. You will be fine!’ 
 
    I turned and looked over at Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Are you coming?’ 
 
    ‘Down there?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah.’ 
 
    Ariadne looked to the entrance of the underground tunnel and shrugged. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    Ariadne undid her shirt, exposing her perky breasts casually, then descending to her shorts and pulling them down. She removed everything, her sexy body bared before me right down to her pawed feet. 
 
    ‘What the hell are we going to do with our clothes?’ I said. 
 
    ‘You may be my master,’ Ariadne said, ‘but that is a stupid question. Put them in your inventory.’ 
 
    She was right; it was a stupid question. It was the easiest way to keep your clothes dry after all; storing them in the ether of your personal inventory. 
 
    God, I loved this world. 
 
    I did the same, pulling everything down until I was completely naked, and we both stored our clothes away. 
 
    Ariadne shot me a look up and down. 
 
    ‘What?’ I smiled. ‘Like what you see?’ 
 
    ‘Gods, I’m blessed to have a master with a body like yours.’ 
 
    ‘What about me?’ I said, stepping over to her and taking her in my arms. ‘If somebody told me that my first wife would be a girl with a pair of fox ears and pawed feet I would have called them crazy, but here I am.’ 
 
    ‘Here you are indeed,’ she smiled, biting her lip. She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck and kissed me passionately, pulling away slowly as I caressed her round, firm behind. 
 
    Ariadne turned to look around herself, surveying the thick jungle that surrounded the waterfall. 
 
    ‘Someone’s excited…’ 
 
    ‘Can you blame me?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ she smiled, taking a hold of my hardening cock and jerking me lightly, ‘but I really think we should do something about it…’ 
 
    In the clearing I looked about, searching for some sign of an intruder, but we were alone. 
 
    ‘Close your eyes, master,’ Ariadne said, stroking me as she caressed one of her breasts. 
 
    I smiled and did as I was told, leaning my head back and waiting for the perfect sensation of Ariadne’s lips around me. 
 
    She pulled her hand away as I waited in anticipation of her wet tongue pleasuring me… But it never came. 
 
    I looked up to see her stood by the waterfall, right before the gap in the ground where the water flowed. 
 
    She was still laughing to herself, but now her fingers were between her legs as she gazed back at me, her laughs occasionally being broken up by her own gasps. 
 
    Now I was just a dumbass with my dick hanging out. 
 
    ‘You are such a tease.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a fox-girl, can you blame me? It’s in my nature, after all… And I’m going to make you work for it.’ 
 
    With a final smile she turned and stepped forward, hopping into the air and disappearing into the waterfall, down into the depths below. 
 
    I was already making towards her when she moved, but I didn’t believe she would actually do it. 
 
    I leaped forwards and into the waterfall’s stream, dropping into the crevice to follow her. 
 
    The light of the jungle vanished instantly. It was replaced by darkness and the crushing sound of water all around me as my stomach felt like it was fighting to break past my lungs. 
 
    I fell for only seconds. Ariadne’s hand reached out to me and I grabbed hold of her. 
 
    The moment I wrapped my arms securely around her we struck the water feetfirst. 
 
    We crashed beneath the surface into a swirling mass of white and black. Water coursed down from above. 
 
    I pushed us away from the waterfall’s stream and ahead to where the water was running in a steady, moderate stream. It was nowhere near powerful enough to drag us under, but with the rushing adrenaline in my veins my only priority was getting to a dry spot. 
 
    We both gasped for air as we pushed above the surface. We swam to the small embankment in the cavern that ran on one side of the river. 
 
    The ground below us rose a little, but looking up I found a blue hand offered out for the taking. 
 
    Elera pulled Ariadne up onto the shore and I dragged myself out after. She was panting for breath and collapsed onto her back. 
 
    ‘You’re gonna be the death of me.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, Master Jack,’ she panted. ‘Live dangerously once in a while.’ 
 
    ‘Living dangerously is the only thing I do in this world.’ 
 
    ‘I am glad that you have started to see the light of my ways,’ Elera said, her blue, flawless body standing naked before me. ‘Clothes hold you land-beings back so much.’ 
 
    ‘It’s not that,’ I said. ‘We just didn’t want to get our clothes soaked.’ 
 
    ‘Oh,’ Elera said, a little disappointed. ‘Well, never mind.’ 
 
    ‘I mean, if we’re alone I don’t mind at all,’ I said, wrapping my arms around my foxgirl and my nymph. I hadn’t asked Elera to be my wife yet, but judging by the night in the cave that we had spent together I could only guess that she liked me. 
 
    I was already getting hard as they snuggled up to my sides on the sandy embankment in the cave, their tight, wet, naked bodies pressed against my muscular form in the dim light, but Elera had other ideas. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ she said, hopping up, ‘there is something that you must see.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on,’ I groaned mockingly, ‘You can’t do that to me.’ 
 
    ‘Do what?’ 
 
    ‘Tease me like that and then take off.’ 
 
    Ariadne gave me a look and raised her eyebrows, then leaped up too. 
 
    ‘I think a little exploration would be an excellent idea, master,’ she smiled, linking arms with Elera.  
 
    The sight of them walking into the darkness, their firm behinds shaking from side to side in unison, drove me crazy in the best way. 
 
    I was being led like a carrot on a stick. There was no way that I couldn’t follow them, so I lit a torch and set off. 
 
    We headed further along the winding tunnel for half a mile. It narrowed and widened intermittently, the rocky, dark roof over our heads sinking close to us then jutting upwards randomly. 
 
    It felt weird being naked and casually walking about like this, but we were out of sight of anything sentient, and the further we went the more I forgot about it. 
 
    Occasionally a fluttering of wings sounded in the darkness above - bats, or something that resembled them, but I didn’t want to ask right now. 
 
    ‘Here.’ 
 
    The river widened sharply into a gigantic underground pool that measured thirty yards in diameter. The current slowed here, the remaining water slipping away into a further passage of water on the opposite side to where we stood. 
 
    Despite the dark interior, the place felt like a haven. There were remnants of an old campfire nearby, an abandoned tent that hadn’t been used in years, and empty storage crates. 
 
    Clean, yellowed sand compressed beneath my bare feet. 
 
    ‘This is a hideaway,’ I said. ‘A smuggler’s passage. How much more of the river have you explored, Elera?’ 
 
    ‘That is the interesting part. Do you see the exit over there where it continues to flow? The river carries on below ground for a few hundred yards then comes out in another cave, then exits into the forest in the south-west. 
 
    ‘Caves…’ I repeated. ‘Listen, I’ve got a way for you to survive on the land. It’s a potion, but there’s one ingredient I’m missing. Mermaid’s Breath. Hopefully I’ll be able to find some in here somewhere.’ I looked ahead to where the river flowed. ‘South-west… That’s the direction of our land. How close is the exit to us?’ 
 
    ‘I did not leave the safety of the river. We will need to check. That is the boring part...’ 
 
    ‘There’s another part?’ 
 
    Elera smiled and ushered Ariadne and I to the water’s edge. We crouched low as she pointed to the centre. 
 
    ‘Do you see it?’ 
 
    I followed her finger and looked to the centre of the pool. The waters were dark in the depths of the cave, but below the surface I could see the faintest blue light emanating. 
 
    ‘There’s something down there,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘I swam down yesterday to investigate. There is a tunnel that emerges into a hidden chamber within an air pocket. That is where the source of the light lurks.’ 
 
    I continued to stare at the water with intrigue. ‘Did you get a chance to see what it was?’ 
 
    ‘No. It is only a small pocket but... There is something down there. Something large and bright. I could not get a reasonable look, but I have no desire to head in alone.’ 
 
    Something shiny within an underwater chamber. 
 
    It had to be something valuable. 
 
    I thought back to the Mossley and the treasures hidden in the chest. 
 
    Whatever was down here, it wasn’t hidden in a chest; it was out in the open. 
 
    My mind raced at the thought of a shrine or huge golden idol. 
 
    And that meant a pay-off for the tribe. 
 
    All the same, I couldn’t help remembering what Santana had said; there were monsters that lurked in the deep. We weren’t far enough below the ground, but down here anything could be waiting. 
 
    ‘Even if there’s some huge monster down there,’ I started, ‘there’s no harm in taking a look. How far is it through the water?’ 
 
    ‘A few seconds for me, but for you? Maybe… Ten?’ 
 
    ‘I can manage it, as long as you show me the way.’ 
 
    ‘You wish for me to go back down there? I spent three months avoiding being eaten by sirens, and now I am back in a cave underground venturing into a monster’s home? Are you crazy, Tall-man?’ 
 
    ‘Just show me the way.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll come too,’ Ariadne said. ‘I cannot have you getting yourself killed.’ 
 
    Readied, we waded into the water and treaded for a little while above the light. 
 
    ‘Stay close.’ 
 
    Elera slipped beneath the surface of the water with a smile, not even taking a breath. 
 
    The nymph’s hand took my own, I took Ariadne’s, and together we dived below the surface. 
 
    For me it would have been a case of rapid kicking and wide motions to push me deep beneath the surface, but the moment we were underwater I found myself pulled into the depths at an incredible pace. As a nymph Elera could move at an incredible speed through water. 
 
    Elera’s hand remained clasped around mine, more pulling than guiding me through the blue world. We descended sharply to the base of the pool, but quickly the light vanished as we dropped deeper into the darkness along an unseen passage. 
 
    If Elera were to let go of my hand there was a decent chance that I would drown to death; I was too far down now to find my way back alone. 
 
    We moved horizontally along an underwater passage once we were far down enough. Elera whipped us sharply to the end - in water I couldn’t even fathom how strong she became – to where blue streams of light poured down through the surface overhead. 
 
    Arriving, we emerged from the water and into the air pocket, where Ariadne and I took gasping breaths of air. Elera was as normal as ever; she had been breathing the entire time. 
 
    The sub-chamber consisted of a small section of the air pocket with a low ceiling and a rocky embankment that led up to a higher point where the blue light emanated from, the source out of sight. 
 
    We clambered onto the embankment then waited in silence while I listened for signs of a threat. 
 
    From the glowing chamber there was a ringing sound, like a middling key on an old, dying pipe organ. It played constantly in an almost soothing tone. 
 
    ‘There’s definitely something in there,’ Ariadne confirmed, her ears twitching. ‘I have never heard anything like it.’ 
 
    ‘Only one way to find out,’ I said. 
 
    After our skin had dried a little, as well as the fur on Ariadne’s feet and fox-ears, we dressed, equipped our weapons and climbed up and onto the ledge. 
 
    The passage proceeded ahead as the light became brighter and brighter, and we arrived in the final sub-chamber.  
 
    ‘Holy fucking shit... That’s a power well, isn’t it?’ 
 
    I had never seen one before - I doubted whether my companions had ever seen one before either - but if anything I needed them to confirm my disbelief, and the sight of the object itself told me in my bones that this was what the necromancer at Ichabod’s Cove had spoken of. 
 
    It was stationed in the centre of the small cavern chamber. A naturally formed, black rock edge formed the surroundings that kept the energy within held in place. 
 
    I approached the well and peered into its depths. From the innards, a glowing, sea-blue liquid swirled and formed, as if it was composed of a trillion tiny forces moving among each other. 
 
    The longer I stared, the more I wanted to continue staring.  
 
    The necromancer’s words rang in my head. 
 
    They are enticing to look at, but each power well possesses what is almost a… Mind of its own. They are unstable, and they can sometimes attempt to defend themselves so that people do not take from their sources of power. 
 
    ‘Gods...’ Ariadne muttered as her feet struck something on the ground. ‘They’re everywhere...’ 
 
    I dragged my eyes away and looked to the ground. All around us, scattered over the ground, were hundreds of human bones. They were sat above the remaining rags of clothes that had once covered their long-gone flesh. 
 
    I thought back to the hull of the Mossley, and what had caused the men to die in the first place. 
 
    ‘You don’t think there are sirens around here, do you?’ 
 
    ‘We would have run into them by now,’ Elera said. ‘I have been making far too much noise down her for them not to find me.’ 
 
    ‘Too much noise?’ I repeated. ‘Who have you been talking to?’ 
 
    ‘No one, Tall-Man, but after the other night I have been so lonely down here. I had to find ways to amuse myself.’ 
 
    Ariadne gave me a knowing smile. It took longer than I would have liked to admit for me to realize what she was talking about. 
 
    ‘Lonely, huh?’ I said. ‘You said you were used to it after the Black Patch.’ 
 
    ‘I am! I just didn’t know how much I would miss you filling me up.’ 
 
    I had long gotten used to how casually people spoke about sex in this world, but it still made me smile hearing it. 
 
    Okay, maybe this time I was smiling about the fact that this nymph had been craving me so much that she had resorted to pleasuring herself in my absence, but could I really be blamed?  
 
    ‘All right,’ I said, pulling my power stones from my inventory. ‘Let’s see if this works.’ 
 
    I tested the blue liquid first, dipping the end of my little finger into it. If this thing turned out to be acidic, I wanted to test it first. 
 
    All I felt was the cool sensation of water around my skin. 
 
    I leaned forwards with both hands, a power stone clasped in each and, holding onto them tightly, dipped my hands beneath the surface. 
 
    The feeling of satisfied desire hit me the moment I looked back to it. 
 
    Each of the stones were capable of carrying ten charges each, but were completely depleted. Above each of the stones a percentage counter appeared. 
 
    Quickly, they began to tick up. 
 
    But something was wrong. I didn’t realize it at first because of the gradual change, but it was real. 
 
    The higher the percentages moved, the heavier the stones became. 
 
    And then, just like that- 
 
    ‘I can’t move my arms,’ I said, struggling to wrench the stones out of the well. I strained as hard as I could, but it was if the water was clinging onto me with an unseen, supernatural strength. 
 
    ‘Perhaps it will release you when the stones are fully-charged,’ Elera said. ‘We will just have to wait it out.’ 
 
    ‘I still do not understand how all of these people died,’ Ariadne said. ‘Wait, did anyone hear that?’ 
 
    23%. 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    ‘That... Wait, what is happening?’ 
 
    The clinking of bones upon the ground began to sound all around us. They shook and vibrated against the rocks, the violence of their movements becoming sharper and more pronounced until they began to form together. 
 
    It happened too fast for us to do anything about it. In seconds the bones rose up and merged together into skeletal beings that vaguely resembled humans. Bones were mismatched - femurs acted as heads, snapped jawbones crunched as they walked, and ribs swung limply from their shoulders, forming spearing hands. 
 
    They can sometimes attempt to defend themselves so that people do not take from their sources of power. 
 
    And suddenly I realized where all the bones had come from. 
 
    Every adventurer that had found the power well over the years had been enticed by its swirling blue mass. I had been partially hypnotised the moment I looked at it, and the longer I looked the more I wanted to continue looking. 
 
    They had sunk their hand in, power stone at the ready, and been held in place. Those earliest had probably starved to death before it, unable to look away from its enrapturing, hypnotic beauty, and those that had come after... well, their hands had remained stuck in place while they were ripped to pieces by the skeleton bastards now rising up from the ground. 
 
    But every one of them hadn’t had a dual-scimitar wielding fox-girl and an ice-firing nymph backing them up.  
 
    ‘Oh, fuck...’ I muttered 
 
    ‘Just relax,’ Ariadne said, drawing her scimitars. ‘These things should go down easily enough.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but there isn’t a whole lot I can do from here.’ 
 
    ‘We can protect you, Tall-man,’ Elera added. ‘Your fox-lady is right. Relax, and we will resolve this.’ 
 
    ‘I really wish you would both stop telling me to relax, especially when my hands are locked into this thing.’ 
 
    Dragging my eyes up from the well, I scanned the room. They were everywhere. 
 
    I could only rely on my women to keep me safe. 
 
    Elera shot a blast of frost towards three of the closest skeletons that were closing in. 
 
    Icy shards exploded from her palms and wrapped around our assailants. They shuddered and jolted to a halt, and Ariadne exploded into action. 
 
    In a series of quick sweeps, my foxgirl sliced through them, shattering them to pieces. They returned to their original form, fractured parts of a whole, unmoving upon the ground. 
 
    But more were coming. 
 
    Ariadne and Elera made short work of them as the waves of staggering bones moved towards us, continuing their method of freezing and cutting any that got too close. 
 
    I kept calm, taking deep breaths and staring hard at the stones as they filled. This wasn’t a difficult fight for them in the slightest. The skeletons could hardly hold themselves together, never mind suffering the onslaught of the vicious fighters on my side. 
 
    The stones filled up in no time. 
 
    98% 
 
    99% 
 
    100% 
 
    The power stones suddenly felt as light as feathers. 
 
    I turned and switched to the Telekinetic Blast power stone using the move the necromancer had shown me. The Arcane Blast stone vanished, leaving me with a free hand to cast the spell. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    A wall of translucent energy exploded from the stone and struck the remaining skeletons on the other side of the room. Their structures shattered and flew against the chamber walls. In an instant they were vanquished. 
 
    ‘Why didn’t all the explorers who found this before us do something like that?’ Elera said. ‘I mean, I do not mean to brag, but that was a relatively easy fight, no?’ 
 
    ‘Because every explorer before me didn’t have you two backing them up. This thing is rigged to get you killed if you come down here alone.’ 
 
    ‘I see... Well, when the power stones run out of charges we can return here, but it may awaken these beings once again. We should rid the chamber of them.’ 
 
    We did just that. With the three of us working together it took little time to gather them all. 
 
    The bones stacked into my inventory in piles of 50, with a little surplus being held by Ariadne and Elera. Lara had mentioned a while back that they could be used to create bone meal for the plants, and once they were out of proximity of the well there was no way they would come staggering back to life. 
 
    Ariadne and I stripped down again, and with Elera’s help we left the chamber the way we had come and returned to the embankment in the original cave. 
 
    I pulled my clothes from my inventory once more and was about to start drying off when Elera asked: 
 
    ‘What are you doing Tall-man?’ 
 
    ‘Getting dressed. What does it look like?’ 
 
    ‘There is no need. There are no further embankments ahead. But do not worry. The current slows considerably up ahead. It will make for a leisurely swim.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe if we could swim like you.’ 
 
    ‘I promise it will be safe.’ 
 
    Ariadne and I were already dressed in our underwear and elected to stay in them as we followed Elera into the water. By now I had grown used to its temperature; it was even becoming warm the further we went. 
 
    Elera was right. The stream of the current was hardly more than a vague push that I could barely feel. If she hadn’t told me about the current I wouldn’t have even thought it was there.  
 
    In the meantime, she literally swam circles around us. She dived beneath the surface and raced ahead, then returned and darted between our forms before resurfacing with a wider grin every time. 
 
    ‘I love it down here,’ she sighed. 
 
    ‘Don’t tell me that,’ I laughed. ‘I’ll feel terrible for making you come back to the land.’ 
 
    ‘I would love to come back to the land with you. Even if this potion of yours does work, though, it does not mean that I won’t return to the water when I desire it. It is a part of me.’ 
 
    ‘This seems like the perfect spot for it,’ Ariadne said. ‘It’s peaceful. Secluded. You couldn’t ask for somewhere more pleasurable.’ 
 
    We followed her until the stream collected into a rocky pool. Just beyond it, the water headed out in a series of trickling streams that spanned off in different directions, heading into the forest. 
 
    The water became shallower as the altitude of the land rose slightly. We rose up above the surface to waist height. 
 
     ‘I could not detect this water when we departed the land in the night because the streams were too small and divided, as well as being below ground,’ Elera remarked. ‘The crashing force of the waterfall was the largest thing that my body could sense, but now that I know this is here it makes life so much easier.’ 
 
    ‘This is truly a haven,’ Ariadne said, smiling and shaking her head in astonishment. ‘Who would have thought that such a beautiful oasis would be hidden so close to the land...?’ 
 
    I couldn’t disagree. The larger pool where the power well resided was a nice spot, but this smaller pool that allowed an exit into the forest was a small paradise. The swim had been exactly what I needed, but this was the kind of place that I could come to relax, somewhere that nobody outside of I and my wives would know about. 
 
    The water was a crystal-blue, shimmering in the light bursting in through the exits to the wilderness ahead. Hanging vines covered the exit copiously, allowing enough light in to illuminate the walls a little – and revealing the missing ingredient that I needed. 
 
    I crossed to the damp, rocky walls on the right side of the cave and ran my hand over a patch of a green-blue moss that clung to the rocks. Looking around, there were many other patches just like it. 
 
    I pulled away a small section of it carefully and opened my inventory, dropping the item in. 
 
    Mermaid’s Breath x2 
 
    ‘That’s it,’ I said. ‘We’ve got everything we need. I can’t believe this place was right here under my nose.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ Elera said, crossing to me in the water and placing her blue hands on my chest. ‘I am ever-grateful for you rescuing me from that pit forsaken by the gods. I am blessed that somebody like you would come along and save me, never mind go to the trouble of helping me to survive not only in the water given forth by the land but upon the land itself. I look forward to walking on grass and sharing a bed with you.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I do for my people, and for my wives especially.’ 
 
    ‘Your… Wives? You wish for me to be your wife?’ 
 
    ‘Of course I do. If you want to, that is.’ 
 
    ‘I… Have never thought about it before.’ 
 
    ‘He is a wonderful husband,’ Ariadne said, undoing her bra and slipping out of it to reveal her perky breasts. She wrung the water from it as she spoke. ‘He takes such good care of us. He rescued me from slavery single-handedly, he promised to help find my people… Not to mention his manhood is to die for.’ 
 
    ‘That I already know,’ Elera smiled. 
 
    ‘You do…’ Ariadne grinned, looking over at me. ‘It has been days since I felt him move in me.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mind me,’ I said, rubbing water over my body and cleaning off the last of the dirt that remained after our fight that the swim hadn’t got. ‘I’ll just stand right here and pretend I’m not listening.’ 
 
    ‘Of course you are listening,’ Elera said, nodding to my waist and then turning to Ariadne. ‘Men are so predictable…’ 
 
    I looked down from the edge of the pool and saw how hard I had grown again. 
 
    These two were a force to be reckoned with – they teased me, left me, got me into fights and then brought me straight back to the start again. 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ I said. ‘I’m not falling for this again.’ 
 
    ‘Falling for what?’ Elera said innocently from the water. 
 
    ‘This whole teasing me and then running off thing. I’m not falling for it this time.’ 
 
    ‘I had no intention of teasing you. I knew there may have been something dangerous down there. If you had exhausted yourself with us there would have been no energy in you to fight.’ 
 
    ‘It was you two that did all the fighting.’ 
 
    ‘True, but how was I to know that?’ 
 
    She grinned at me devilishly and moved to Ariadne, standing in the water and running her wet hands up her toned torso and over her perky breasts. 
 
    The nymph stroked her hands over Ariadne’s neck, then gently raised her head to face her. 
 
    They both smiled and began to kiss. 
 
    I thought back to the cove when I had first had Ariadne and Lara together, and this was a force to match it. 
 
    I didn’t think it was possible for me to grow any harder than I already was as I relaxed on the edge of the pool, but I did. My length throbbed with desire for them, desperate to be satisfied, but the more I held back the more excited I became. 
 
    My foxgirl and my new wife caressed each other’s wet bodies in the dim light of the hidden cave, kissing passionately before Ariadne took the reins. 
 
    Ariadne took her hand and guided her to me. They sank down in the water before me, kneeling either side of my legs. Ariadne took my cock in her hand and raised her tongue to me, looking me intensely in the eyes as she ran her tongue from the base of my shaft right to the tip. 
 
    Elera watched her feverishly the entire time, a look of fascination on her face. It wasn’t the act itself, it was the sight of Ariadne doing this to me. 
 
    She moved forward greedily, pressing her tongue to my shaft and wrapping her lips around the side of my length, gliding her mouth up and down on me as Ariadne took the head of my dick into her mouth. 
 
    The sensation of their hot tongues lapping at me was incredible. We were alone in this secluded spot, the only sounds being those that emanated from the forest and the light splashing of the water as my wives shifted, moaning against my manhood as they pleasured me. 
 
    I could have stayed there all day and let my wives fuck me with their mouths, but the sight of them both taking me like this was driving me wild. 
 
    I had to have them now – both of them. 
 
    I moved back onto the sand, guiding Ariadne onto her back as Elera knelt by her side and watched intently. Ariadne teased herself with the tips of her fingers invitingly, waiting for me to enter her, and I could only oblige. 
 
    She moaned out lightly as I pushed into her, commanding her legs apart as I filled her up. Her mouth fell open, her eyes going wide as I engulfed myself completely in her. 
 
    I thrusted into her slowly as Elera watched. In no time at all she began to pleasure herself to the sight of me taking my foxgirl wife. 
 
    I didn’t know where to look. 
 
    ‘Take her too,’ Ariadne breathed, her body shuddering and shaking. 
 
    I looked to Elera, who nodded to me in agreement. She paused in satisfying herself for a moment, and I was about to move to have her on her back, but she had different ideas. 
 
    The nymph crawled towards us, positioning her blue body over Ariadne’s so that they were face to face, their forms pressed against each other. 
 
    They were both waiting for me – Ariadne on her back and Elera on her front, her round, tight ass perched in the air and waiting for me. 
 
    I had never seen anything more perfect in my life. 
 
    Spoilt for choice, I pulled from Ariadne and guided myself into Elera, whose moans echoed through the cave as I took her. I ran my hands gently to her hips and thrusted faster. 
 
    I couldn’t resist looking at my wives as I fucked my nymph; they had embraced, looking deeply into each other’s eyes as they studied each other’s faces. 
 
    I pulled from Elera and moved back to Ariadne, clasping my hands into the sand and taking handfuls of it as I pounded her. Her moans were joined by Elera; I looked down to see my foxgirl’s fingers between my nymph’s legs, teasing her as she waited for me to return. 
 
    I managed to hold myself back long enough to push into Elera one last time. She kneeled up, arching her back and whipping her hair back as I slammed into her until I couldn’t cope any longer. 
 
    ‘You’re going to make me…’ 
 
    ‘Give it to us, master,’ Ariadne moaned. Hearing her say that was all I needed. 
 
    Elera slipped away from me and rolled to Ariadne’s side. I stood over them, finishing myself onto their bodies uncontrollably. My seed fell upon them, covering their navels and breasts as I groaned out wildly. 
 
    My body was shaking like I had just come back from a battle. I staggered to the sand and fell onto my back, gasping for breath like a man possessed. 
 
    ‘That was incredible…’ Elera breathed. ‘It was pleasurable the first time, but with another woman… Suddenly the idea of you having more than one wife does not sound so strange…’ 
 
    ‘Just wait till we do it together,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘You do it with more than two women at once?’ Elera said in shock. 
 
    ‘If they don’t end up killing me,’ I replied, still breathing hard. ‘If you girls keep doing things like that you might.’ 
 
    We caught our breath after a few minutes and took a dip in the pool, cleaning ourselves down. 
 
    Elera was incredible – I had no doubt in my mind that I had made the right decision in asking her to be my wife, and in bringing her into the tribe. Once the Essence of the River was produced she would be able to spend more time at the land, but in finding this place my success had multiplied. 
 
    The cave possessed more than a few assets – a power well, a private place to come and relax, and a source of freshwater for Elera if she wanted somewhere that reminded her of home, not to mention the mermaid’s breath. I couldn’t have gotten any luckier. 
 
    Ariadne had taken a liking to Elera, too. They were the more exotic of my two wives, so it made sense that they would get along. I loved Lara and Santana just as much, but sometimes it was good to be different. They had clicked faster than I could imagine. 
 
    I was relaxing on the embankment, staring up at the ceiling on my back, when Ariadne called out to me. 
 
    ‘Are you coming or not, master?’ 
 
    My wives had linked arms and were heading through the water towards the exit. 
 
    Now I was watching both of their pert, round asses swaying back and forth, leaving me alone in the cave. 
 
    Hell, even a tribe master had to work for these things sometimes. 
 
      
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    After getting dressed the three of us returned to the land. The exit turned out to only be around 400 yards from our land, but was well-hidden enough that there was no way I could ever have noticed it otherwise. 
 
    I wasn’t a believer in keeping things from my people, but I decided to keep the knowledge of the hidden pool just between myself and my wives. If we needed a little downtime after a difficult day it would be the perfect place to relax, and considering all I did I thought that I could afford myself somewhere private. 
 
    With the ingredients compiled I headed to the Potions Totem and created the Essence of the River for Elera. She drank it down, frowning at the bitter taste, but as the day passed her body retained its complexion, and she said that she felt as healthy as she did in water. 
 
    It had worked – I would just need to make sure that I always had a fresh supply on hand. 
 
    I planned to return to the hidden cave later in order to extract as much as I could, but in the meantime I headed into the forest to the west with Lara to forage for more herbs. 
 
    The trip Santana and I had taken had been side-tracked by mining and our journey to Grayholde. It wasn’t the bad kind of deviation, but now we had an opportunity to start building our herb stores. 
 
    ‘I like this,’ I said, slicing through the stems of a patch of sunleaf close to the ground. ‘Foraging, crafting our own potions… We’re really preparing, now. If anything comes our way in the future, we’ll be ready.’ 
 
    Lara and I were crouched in the forest undergrowth fifty yards beyond the perimeter fence to the west. The air was heavy with the warring scents of the forest, and the fullness of the earth made for an intoxicating atmosphere. 
 
    ‘We need to keep adding citizens,’ Lara suggested. ‘Build something close to a real fighting force. We have land, growing resources, growing funds… We have defenses, and many of the people that we have are reasonable fighters, but there is safety in numbers.’ 
 
    ‘I’m with you on that. Ariadne was the first person I added to my tribe outside of Alorion, but he came with the land. Technically I bought her, but at the same time I freed her from slavery. It’s a possibility that we do something like that. The amount of produce that moves through Ichabod’s Cove, I don’t doubt that we’ll be able to find more people to free there if we ask around with the merchants.’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. With these potions and a few more rounds of crop harvesting we should have enough gold to purchase – I mean free – a group, and still have plenty left over.’ 
 
    ‘Then we can work on expanding the crops further, building up our livestock… Things are really looking up. All we have to do is keep working. How many more patches of sunleaf do you think we can get today?’ 
 
    Lara was usually quick to respond, but now I heard nothing. She shuffled in the grass nearby. 
 
    I glanced over at her. Her eyes had gone wide, her expression sullen, and she was slowly rising to her feet. 
 
    But her bow was already drawn, and an arrow was at the ready. She had done it so quickly that I hadn’t even noticed. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    ‘What’s wrong?’ 
 
    She raised her bow and nodded behind me, deeper into the forest. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    I heard a twig snap behind me just as I turned. 
 
    The moment my eyes set on what Lara was looking at, I brought up my inventory in a series of rapid hand motions and retrieved my sword, which I had previously stowed away. 
 
    Two men were emerging from the forest on horseback. 
 
    They caught sight of us perhaps a second after I saw them. They halted in their tracks immediately. 
 
    The man leading by a yard or two sat atop a large black steed. He was wearing a light overshirt and leather pants, with an expensive-looking metal scabbard at his waist sheathing a short sword. He was in his late-30s by my best guess, with a face creased with lines and thinning blonde hair perched on his round head. 
 
    The man to his left I couldn’t see. His face was shrouded in the hood of a purple cloak that met his neck and shrouded his body. 
 
    The leader of the two analysed the situation for a moment. I could see the process taking place in his eyes, even from twenty yards off. 
 
    ‘Hello!’ He finally called out, projecting a pleasant persona. ‘What’s that?’ He said, looking past me towards the perimeter fence. ‘Is that your land?’ 
 
    ‘You’re asking too many questions, friend,’ I said sharply, staring him down. ‘What are you doing here?’ 
 
    ‘Is a man not free to walk the land? What’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘My name’s fuck you, what are you doing this close to my land? Who are you?’ 
 
    ‘Tell me your name and I’ll tell you mine.’ 
 
    I paused, gritting my teeth then unclenching my jaw just enough to get my words out. 
 
    ‘Jack Hawthorne.’ 
 
    ‘Hello, Jack Hawthorne. I’m Eldric Werger. This is one of my guards, Tarek. He tells me that he recognises you from Grayholde, from The Iron Temple. That true?’ 
 
    I looked over at his guard, focusing on his face. He pulled his hood down, and in an instant my heart felt like it was competing with my lungs to see which could drop into my stomach first. 
 
    It was the tall, wiry man from Grayholde, one third of the trio of goons who had almost found Santana and I while we were mining in the caves to the west. 
 
    ‘It might be.’ 
 
    ‘It might be,’ Werger chuckled sardonically. ‘We came through Grayholde before heading out here. Something of an uproar there at the moment. Apparently, Mister Alder’s house was robbed recently. You wouldn’t happen to know anything about that, would you?’ 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    Are you fucking kidding me? It was me who ordered it. And I’ll do you one better; I’m harbouring the thief right now. 
 
    I would have loved to say that before cutting this asshole and his friend down, but that was the defensive part of me. My adrenaline was firing off like a thousand bullets, and I had to control myself. 
 
    ‘You say you came through Grayholde?’ I called over. ‘So you’re the tribe to the North-west, right?’ 
 
    Werger’s face dropped slightly. 
 
    Not so smart after all. 
 
    ‘I’ve got ways of finding out information too,’ I said sternly. ‘Tribe master.’ 
 
    Werger took a long pause to gather himself. 
 
    ‘Very good, Jack Hawthorne, very good indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I don’t mean to brag, but I would have to agree,’ I said sarcastically. 
 
    ‘See?’ He grinned widely. ‘Look at us, exchanging information like normal people. We’re getting along just fine, aren’t we?’ 
 
    ‘If you say so.’ 
 
    The guy may have slipped up, but he wasn’t stupid. Strange and with an odd look in his eyes, maybe, but he definitely wasn’t stupid. 
 
    ‘So what are we going to do about this?’ 
 
    ‘What are we going to do about what?’ Werger asked. 
 
    ‘This is my tribal land, and you know where it is. I’ve been keeping it a secret until now, and… Here you are.’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine. I’ll just turn around and walk away and forget you were ever here. You can trust me.’ 
 
    ‘No offence, friend, but I trust you about as far as I can fucking throw you.’ 
 
    Werger smiled again, baring his teeth. 
 
    ‘Well, then. It does seem we are in a bit of a predicament.’ 
 
    ‘No shit.’ 
 
    On my left side Lara still had her bow raised, an arrow at the ready. It wasn’t taut, but her fingers were firm on both the bow and the projectile, and my sword was still raised. 
 
    ‘Just say the word,’ Lara said quietly. 
 
    I took a deep breath and assessed my options. 
 
    Let them go and I would run the massive risk of them coming back with a battalion and killing us all. Cass said that the nearby tribe only consisted of a small caravan, but what if that was just a small fraction of their numbers? 
 
    Take them captive or kill them and I would run the risk of that same battalion coming to kill me anyway. 
 
    There was no successful way out of this situation. It was like a bad hand in a game of poker – I could do everything right and everything could still go to shit. 
 
    The only possible way out was to be democratic. 
 
    ‘Here’s what’s going to happen,’ I started. ‘My companion here is going to head back to my land and inform my people of what’s happening out here. Then she’s going to come back out, and the four of us are going to head back to your land, and we’re going to have a talk about this situation.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely. Please, feel free to bring a bigger caravan with you if that would make you feel more comfortable.’ 
 
    ‘And leave my land undefended while running the risk that there are more of your people in the forest waiting for us all to leave? You’re funny.’ 
 
    ‘So you’re a smart man,’ Werger laughed. ‘Very well. Let us return to my land.’ 
 
    I grabbed Lara before she took off. 
 
    ‘Find Alorion,’ I whispered to her. ‘Get him to check the perimeter. Don’t come back until he’s checked.’ 
 
    ‘Got it.’ 
 
    Lara took off sharply, running through the forest and back to the gate. 
 
    Werger turned to his guard and began to talk quietly, and for fifteen minutes I stood in the forest in silence. I had lowered my sword but was still holding it tightly in my grasp. 
 
    The fact that my people were so close should have set my mind at ease, but the very opposite was true. We were exposed. 
 
    This tribe knew where we were. I thought I had had the upper hand, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    Lara and Ariadne were two of the most well-trained, but Lara was a ranged attacker and I knew that I might need her on that front. Ariadne, Cass, Aden and Oden were all trained enough to protect the land if they needed to, which would maximise chances of survival. 
 
    Lara and I could hold our own in the event that anything broke out during our journey to Werger’s land. I was hedging my bets and trying to turn the tide in our favour; if I knew where his land was, we would have equal measures of leverage over each other. 
 
    So I waited. I waited for brutal, stretching minutes that dragged on in the white-noise din of the forest. I waited while the two visitors conferred quietly on their horses, one of them occasionally looking over their shoulder at me before returning to their discussion. 
 
    Waiting was all I could do. What I had said to Werger I had meant; I didn’t trust him in the slightest, especially considering the hushed tones that they were now speaking in. 
 
    I didn’t expect him to trust me either. 
 
    Lara finally returned with the horses and arrived at my side. 
 
    ‘No sign of anyone in the forest. Alorion carried out a full sweep and I checked the north to southern gates along the eastern side. There are no tracks or signs of anybody apart from small animals. We are alone.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ 
 
    All I could do was go out on a limb and hope that they would be safe. 
 
    And I seriously doubted that this guy had a battalion at his command. 
 
    ‘Start moving,’ I called across. ‘We’ll be right behind you.’ 
 
    ‘It’s an hour beyond Grayholde. Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Surer about it than anything in my life.’ 
 
    Werger smirked slightly and conceded. 
 
    ‘Very well. Let’s get started.’ 
 
    They mounted their horses and turned, heading back through the forest the way they had come, while Lara and I exchanged a look and followed. 
 
    I equipped my scabbard for a quickdraw, but my sword would spend more time in my lap during the journey than it would sheathed. 
 
    We kept a distance of twenty yards at all times. In between keeping an eye on them, we were constantly looking into the forest for any signs of an ambush or for anyone trailing us, but there was no one. 
 
    Ariadne’s sense of hearing was excellent, but Lara’s tracking abilities, especially her tenacity for spotting movement, were unmatched by anybody in the tribe. Even so, every time I looked over at her she shook her head. 
 
    There’s nobody out there. 
 
    I nodded in response every time, but still spun to glance at every sound that came our way. 
 
    We reached the rocky patches and passed by the entrance to the cave that Santana and I had explored and almost been caught in, then picked up a little speed and continued through the forest. 
 
    When we finally arrived at the flatland that surrounded Grayholde, Werger and his companion commanded their horses in a north-western direction, keeping the town to our left. 
 
    ‘Probably best to keep away from there for a little while until things have cooled off,’ he called back. 
 
    It was the first time he had said anything to us for hours, and I could still hear that stupid fucking smile on his voice. 
 
    The closest we came to the edge of the town as we crossed the flatland was around three hundred yards, and from there I seriously doubted what he had said. 
 
    Looking towards Grayholde I could see no roaming groups of goons and hear no screams. The same billowing clouds of smoke poured into the sky from the furnaces. 
 
    Nothing seemed to have changed from this distance, but I had been wrong before. 
 
    So we continued on. 
 
    New, unexplored territory opened up to us as we passed the town. We hit the forest again in no time and I knew that to the east there was only a few miles between us and the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    The thought of claiming new land in the name of the tribe had been unbelievably exciting when I had first established it, but now a harsher reality came crashing towards me. 
 
    We were closer than I could have possibly imagined to another tribe, one whose master I already didn’t like. 
 
    I had grown used to a forest that was luscious and bountiful, and while the space to the north-west was similar in abundance, a darkness seemed to cast itself over the land. It was only mid-afternoon, but it felt much later. 
 
    ‘How much farther?’ I called ahead as we moved through this new wilderness. 
 
    ‘Less than two miles,’ Werger called back. 
 
    I took a deep breath to settle myself as we moved into enemy territory and rode steadily through the last leg of our journey. 
 
    The forest stretched on deeply and densely until the familiar thinning around occupied areas began, and the fence came into view. 
 
    ‘Welcome to the Gaalus Tribe. You will have to excuse the fence, it is still under construction. My people can be… Lazy shall we say, but I have managed to turn things around recently. It should be completed in the next few days.’ 
 
    I didn’t respond, not yet anyway. I had no interest in giving away anything. I was glad that the fence hadn’t been completed yet; it meant that Lara and I had a way out in the event that things went awry. 
 
    Werger and his companion reached the perimeter line ahead of us and moved onto his tribal land, while we remained our constant twenty yards behind. 
 
    ‘He’s got people, he’s got land, and he’s probably been out here longer than I have,’ I said. ‘Why the hell isn’t the perimeter fence finished yet?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they have other priorities… Or he has some other method of protection.’ 
 
    ‘Guess we’ll just have to find out. Listen to me, if we even get a whiff that we’re in danger once we get inside, we get out of here immediately.’ 
 
    ‘Making a run for it would no doubt mean they would find their way back to our land. What if they possess fighting numbers?’ 
 
    ‘I’m just going to have to cross that bridge when we come to it. Let’s go.’ 
 
    We dismounted our horses and hitched them to a tree nearby. 
 
    I kept one hand on the handle of my sword while Lara’s bow at her side. We moved at a snail’s pace as we crossed the perimeter and got a look at his land. 
 
    I scanned the place as quickly as I could for everything; buildings, populations numbers, potential threats – and what I found wasn’t what I was expecting. 
 
    The large tree situated at the centre of the land was almost identical to my own, but in the overcast sky its wood had taken on a darker sheen. Despite this, its leaves and branches still flourished with green and brown shades. 
 
    The same couldn’t be said for the land itself. In sharp contrast to the bright colors of my own, the ground here was composed of dried, cracked dirt interspersed with patches of yellowed, dying grass. 
 
    There were only two houses on the land – one situated next to the tree, and another to our left at the edge of the land. Outside of the front door of the second house, a large, burly man was seated. He waved across to Werger, who waved back to him. 
 
    The last thing to speak of was a structure at the opposite side of the land to where we were. It was a small, harsh building composed of brick and metal, with the occasional wooden beam supporting the entrance which descended sharply into the ground. 
 
    From where I was stood it seemed as if nobody was working within or around it. 
 
    ‘Welcome, welcome,’ Werger said. ‘As I mentioned, I have no intention of harming you. Having our tribes in conflict is the last thing on my mind.’ 
 
    ‘How do I know I can trust anything you say?’ 
 
    ‘You can’t,’ he said simply. ‘And vice versa. But we are here now, so let me show you around. And please, feel free to keep your weapons drawn if it would put your minds at ease.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t mind if I do.’ 
 
    Lara shot me a smile and a wink, pulling an arrow into the string of her bow. I drew my sword. 
 
    ‘My home is right over there, as well as the two houses nearby. And over there-’ Werger pointed to the metal structure on the other side of the land. ‘-is the mine.’ 
 
    ‘So that’s how you make your coin,’ I remarked. ‘Where are all of your citizens?’ 
 
    ‘I have three guards that occupy the house near my home over there, my imp, Nyah, who is… In the forest somewhere. I’m not quite sure. I don’t like having her on the land. And, of course, my beautiful wives.' 
 
    We approached the guardhouse and the central tree. 
 
    ‘Jork, Clay, get the fuck out here! We have guests!’ 
 
    A moment later two men emerged in their undergarments with random pieces of armor attached to their bodies, as if they had thrown them on randomly. 
 
    One was tall and fat, the other much shorter – and in an instant the trio was complete. 
 
    The shorter one looked dazed as he stared up at me. Suddenly his eyes went wide, then his eyebrows narrowed and the nostrils of his bandaged nose flared. 
 
    ‘You,’ he snarled. ‘Boss, do you know what this motherfucker did to me?’ 
 
    ‘I have already informed our master of the situation,’ the taller guard said from Werger’s side, looking over at me. ‘And I have clarified that it was all a very unfortunate misunderstanding.’ 
 
    Clay, the shorter guard, may have thought that he was the smartest of the three guards, but that was far from the truth. 
 
    ‘I don’t give a shit about what you call it! Me and this asshole are gonna fight it out right here!’ 
 
    ‘Cut the bullshit!’ Werger yelled sharply. Clay had gone to take a step forward but now halted, looking up at his boss. ‘These are our guests, Clay. We will treat them with respect.’ 
 
    Swallowing his pride, Clay grunted and nodded, then lowered his head. 
 
    ‘So these are the guys who do the mining for you?’ I continued, keeping one eye on Clay. 
 
    ‘Sometimes. Usually I just hire folks who aren’t tribed up to do the dirty work. They get paid, I get the ores, everybody wins.’ 
 
    ‘From Grayholde, right?’ 
 
    ‘From what?’ 
 
    ‘Grayholde. I heard that a lot of the miners there are looking for other work. Must be a steal hiring them from there, huh?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yeah, yes, exactly,’ he grinned widely. ‘Exactly. Plenty of cheap labour.’ 
 
    ‘You let them stay in that other house over there?’ I nodded to the house with the large man sat outside. 
 
    ‘What? Oh, no. They usually head home for the day. That’s just there for when I finally acquire some citizens to share my land. Tobias over there just… Looks after that house. I like to be prepared, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I understand,’ I said simply. He had an answer for everything, but something really didn’t feel right. 
 
    Maybe I was just being paranoid. 
 
    ‘Now,’ he continued. ‘Let me introduce you to my dears! Where are my beautiful, sexy wives?’ 
 
    Werger bellowed the words unashamedly up to the tree with his hands cupped around his mouth. 
 
    Just when I thought I could respect this guy in some tiny freaking way, he found a way to sink to new lows. 
 
    The door to the treehouse creaked open, and two young women appeared. They were a similar age to my own wives, but there was something seriously unhealthy about their appearances. 
 
    In any other scenario they would be beautiful – tall, slim, curves in the right places, but their pale faces and the dark bags under their eyes spoke for themselves. 
 
    One was an elf, standing tall with a purple tinge to her skin, and the other was a human. 
 
    ‘Come down here to me, my beauties.’ 
 
    Every word out of the guys mouth made me want to crawl inside of myself and die. 
 
    ‘Come down here to me, don’t be shy.’ 
 
    The girls were a walking contradiction. On the one hand they seemed pretty insistent on moving towards their master, but on the other hand there was a wariness, an apprehension in their dark, tired eyes. 
 
    I had to remind myself to keep my sword by my side. 
 
    ‘These two lovely ladies are Katya and Maria.’ 
 
    ‘Hello,’ they both smiled simply. 
 
    ‘Pleasure to meet you,’ I replied. 
 
    He hopped off his horse and head to them, then wrapped his arms around them both like some wannabe pimp. 
 
    ‘Master,’ the elf said in a hushed tone, whispering into his ear. ‘When can we get some more moonrise?’ 
 
    Lara exhaled sharply from my side, loud enough for me to hear but quiet enough to be missed by Werger and his guards.  
 
    ‘Later. We have guests.’ 
 
    ‘But I need it.’ 
 
    ‘Me too, master,’ the human wife crowed. ‘It’s been days...’ 
 
    ‘It’s been hours, but you two are so fucking impatient.’ Werger turned to me and laughed in an exaggerated fashion. ‘Fine. Clay, Jork, give the girls what they want. I’m sure they’ll give you what you want in return.’ 
 
    The two guards that had emerged from the house welcomed the girls with open arms. The wives continued in their paradoxical state, happy to get this moonrise-thing but not about sharing their time with the guards. 
 
    After they headed inside, Lara and I were once again alone with Werger and Tarek. 
 
    ‘They’re just placeholders for the time being,’ Werger said hurriedly. ‘Just until I can get better ones.’ 
 
    ‘The guards, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No, the women. A pair of addicts I picked up from a trading post in the north. Families wanted to marry them off cheap, so I did them a favour. I’m making a deal in the future that will secure a lot more wealth for my tribe. Once that takes place I’ll be able to acquire some much more... High quality women.’ 
 
    I heard wood creak from my side. Lara’s hand had tightened so hard around her bow that I could actually hear it. 
 
    The only way I wasn’t raising my sword was by converting the energy into my jaw. My teeth were clenching so hard it felt like they would break. 
 
    Acquire? Who the fuck was this guy? The numbers in his tribe might have been small, but the members he did have he spoke about like possessions, especially his wives. 
 
    All I could do was change the topic of conversation. 
 
    ‘What kind of deal is that? The one that will make your tribe richer, I mean.’ 
 
    Werger chuckled. ‘I can’t tell you any precise details. I imagine that you know how it is in this world. Knowledge is often more powerful than a weapon, depending on the man holding either of those things. But… Why don’t you let me show you?’ 
 
    We crossed to the other side of the land at a leisurely pace. I kept my eyes open at all times, as did Lara, but there were no signs of any threats around us – no traps, no hidden figures, nothing. 
 
    Still, there wasn’t a chance that I was going to trust this guy. 
 
    Reaching the other side of the land, we arrived at the entrance to the mine. 
 
    ‘Watch your footing here,’ Werger warned, holding a hand to slow me as we approached. 
 
    The mine shaft descended vertically into the darkness below. I couldn’t see a thing past a few yards beyond a ladder that offered passage down there. 
 
    ‘Care to take a look?’ He offered. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder. Only the four of stood at the entrance to the mine; Werger, Tarek, Lara and myself. 
 
    ‘Keep a look out,’ I said to Lara. ‘Shout me if you need anything.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure that will not be necessary,’ Werger said. ‘Tarek, give our guest anything she needs while Master Jack and I take a little trip below ground.’ 
 
    Tarek nodded in acknowledgement. 
 
    ‘After you.’ Werger held out a hand, beckoning me to start moving. 
 
    ‘I think you can lead, and I’ll follow,’ I replied. There was no way that I was going to turn my back to this guy. 
 
    ‘Very well.’ 
 
    I gave one last nod to Lara, then followed Werger down the ladder and into the depths of the mine. 
 
    Darkness enshrouded us quickly. The ladder was stable, but my awareness of my surroundings was not. 
 
    I estimated that we had descended thirty yards before my feet finally touched down. 
 
    Rapidly I reached into my inventory and produced a torch, but Werger beat me to it. 
 
    ‘Feel free to light your own,’ he said. ‘This place is rather large.’ 
 
    I did, and after following him down a short tunnel we emerged into a large cavern. Patches had been mined from the walls everywhere, but many glistening pockets remained. 
 
    ‘We have worn the land down so much with our mining for precious ores that it has destroyed any hope of growing crops from the land.’ 
 
    ‘Is that how it works here?’ 
 
    ‘Yes. The more you use the resources below, the more the ones above suffer. As above, so below.’ 
 
    Another rule of Agraria that I made a mental note of. 
 
    ‘So this is your trade. Ores.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. Are you familiar with mining?’ 
 
    ‘A little.’ 
 
    ‘Mm. Well, some ores are worth more than others, like many things in this world. All I’ll say is that I am acquiring something precious, and I have a buyer who wishes to acquire a considerable amount of it from me. Like I said, I’ll keep the details vague, if you don’t mind. Secrets of the trade and so forth. I’m sure you feel the same way about your little crop cultivation-thing.’ 
 
    Every time this asshole managed to claw his way back into my good-books, he managed to jump three steps down. 
 
    ‘My little crop cultivation-thing feeds my tribe and affords us a living. And it keeps the land alive. I come from a place where crops take months to grow and where the land has been exhausted of energy by constant use. Out here the land can be used as much as people want, and crops are produced faster than I could have ever thought possible.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I’m not judging,’ Werger said, holding up his hands faux-earnestly. ‘I’m just saying that you might want to consider a small mining operation in the future. Mining may harm the land but the coin it brings in is incomparable. I had some crops when I first started but now my only interest is in ores. There’s less of it, and like all things that makes it more valuable.’ 
 
     ‘What will you do with the gold?’ 
 
    ‘Acquire more security, and some prettier wives, as I said.’ 
 
    ‘That’s all?’ 
 
    Werger chuckled. 
 
    ‘You’re a man of ambition. That I can tell. You know, most masters would leave it at that – am I safe? Do I have enough women to fuck? But I’m like you. My interests go beyond that. I always keep an eye out for interesting things – like this, for example.’ 
 
    Werger motioned in the air, trawling through his invisible inventory. 
 
    I wrapped a hand around the handle of my sword, ready to draw it. 
 
    ‘Hold your water,’ Werger laughed, slowing his movements to show that he wasn’t a threat. ‘I’m just going to show you something.’ 
 
    I relaxed my grip but kept my hand there. 
 
    Werger closed his inventory, and I watched as it was replaced by an item he had produced from it. 
 
    In one hand his flaming torch remained, but upon the other he had equipped a new item. 
 
    At first I thought that it was a metal glove, some kind of elaborate piece of armor, but as Werger beckoned me closer I got a chance to inspect it properly. 
 
    It was bronze and possessed mechanical elements, wrapping around his fingers. Every so often a puff of smoke would emanate from a pipe on the wrist. 
 
    ‘Like it?’ 
 
    ‘I might if I knew what it was.’ 
 
    ‘I get that a lot. I purchased it from a goblin merchant north of here. Brutal Limb Breaker. Uniquely crafted, very difficult to make.’ 
 
    ‘The title says it all,’ I remarked. ‘You ever used it?’ 
 
    ‘Not on a person. Not yet, anyway. But it can snap wooden beams like they’re composed of feathers. I’d hate to see what it could do to a bone.’ 
 
    I forced a smile. 
 
    ‘Interesting. So you would never think about building a community here? You could help a lot of people.’ 
 
    ‘Let me be honest with you, Jack – do you mind if I call you Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    ‘Well, Jack, that just doesn’t appeal to me. I don’t desire to look after others – they’re not my problem. My problem is myself, and what I have. That’s the way this world works, you know?’ 
 
    ‘How’s that?’ 
 
    ‘This world is filled with abundance, and if a man has the opportunity to take it for himself, then he should. He shouldn’t have to worry about others. Gold speaks, and it can never be silenced. People can. Remember that.’ 
 
    You’re trying to mentor me? 
 
    ‘Well…’ I started, holding my tongue and twisting it until I forced some different words out. ‘Looks like you’ve got things set up pretty nice for yourself around here.’ 
 
    ‘You could say that.’ 
 
    ‘Then it begs the question - what am I doing down here? Besides being given a tour of the place, that is?’ 
 
    ‘Is a tour not enough?’ 
 
    ‘Maybe, but guys like you and me aren’t built for trust, are we?’ 
 
    Werger smiled at me once again. 
 
    Even if I didn’t like the guy, he had had a million and one chances to kill me before that moment. There was something else on his mind, and in order to gain his favour I had to level with him and at least make an effort to fake some sense of cooperation. 
 
    ‘You grow crops on your land?’ 
 
    ‘I do.’ 
 
    ‘Well, anything that I purchase from the trading vendors is sold at a mark-up. That’s how they make their profits of course, by offering you a lower price to purchase and selling it at a premium. Now, my operation here is small, but as I’m sure you know, feeding my people is a constant concern, and when I build the number of workers labouring in my mine, I’ll need more food. So how about we cut a deal?’ 
 
    ‘I’m listening.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll trade with you for deliveries of meat and vegetables. I’ll pay more than you’ll get at the trading posts, which makes it a good deal for both of us. And if coin isn’t to your liking, I could always supply you with ores from my mine equivalent to the market value. It’s good business for both of us. We can deal directly with each other and cut out the middle man. What do you say?’ 
 
    In the dark of the mine I scanned Werger’s face. Despite his unlikeable nature and the many things I had seen within his tribe that I didn’t agree with, there was nothing underhanded about this offer. 
 
    He knew that I was a threat. He knew that my land was protected and that I had citizens who would have my back. And he was making me a real offer. 
 
    ‘I’ll consider it,’ I started. ‘I think it’s in both our interests not to start any fights with each other. We both have different interests and different specialities.’ 
 
    ‘Why don’t we cut a deal right now, then? Get the specifics figured out.’ 
 
    ‘Another time. I’ll return tomorrow after conferring with my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘It’s starting to get dark. There’s no way you can make it back to your land before sundown. Why don’t you spend the night? You are our guests. I could even have my wives join you and that purple-haired archer of yours for the evening if you wanted more than one mouth serving your cock.’ 
 
    ‘Thanks, but my wives are the only women that I lie with.’ 
 
    ‘A traditionalist,’ Werger said. ‘Don’t get many of your kind among tribe masters anymore.’ 
 
    ‘You know others?’ 
 
    ‘I am... Familiar with one.’ 
 
    Werger didn’t follow it up any further, and I didn’t press. Being familiar with another tribe master didn’t mean he had support. If he did he would have already arranged to overrun me. 
 
    We exited the, returning to the dim sunset glow of the Gaalus Tribe’s land, where Lara joined me.  
 
    ‘My companion and I will spend the night at the border onto your land, just where we arrived. No offence but I’d feel more comfortable closer to the forest.’ 
 
    ‘None taken. You seem too smart a man to run around trusting everybody.’ 
 
    ‘You and I have had more than a few opportunities to cut each other down in the past few hours. If either of us wanted that I think we would have done it already.’ 
 
    Werger held out a hand to shake, which I took. No digital windows appeared before me. 
 
    I left the conversation there. Werger made a start back to his treehouse while I crossed to the edge of the land with Lara. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ 
 
    ‘I found out how much of an asshole this guy is.’ 
 
    ‘You couldn’t tell that already? It was pretty obvious from the moment he opened his mouth back at our land.’ 
 
    ‘True, but he only served to emphasise it. He’s not stupid though, and killing him would cause a shitstorm to come flying my way. His guards might be as bad as him, but they’re loyal. He wants to foster relations with us.’ 
 
    ‘Foster relations?’ 
 
    ‘Trading.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, I see... See, fostering relations in my mind equates to wiping out these guys and starting afresh.’ 
 
    I shot her a look. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You’re really saying this?’ 
 
    ‘Well, no, but... Yes. There are eight members in his tribe; himself, two moonrise-addicted wives, the three guards, his imp that we have yet to meet, and that large man guarding the other house over there. We vastly outnumber his tribe. Shit, even you and I could take them all down if we took them by surprise.’ 
 
    My immediate reaction was to laugh it off, which I did... But the thought remained. 
 
    ‘Drug-addicted, you say?’ 
 
    ‘Moonrise,’ Lara replied quickly. ‘We’ve taken moonseed back at our land, which is a very safe herb of the forest, but what they speak of is much worse. They mix it with ashgraze, a very dangerous plant from the wild. It is incredibly addictive when combined, and potentially lethal.’ 
 
    I had gotten just a glimpse of what this guy was okay with showing me: a trio of goons, two drug-addicted ‘wives’ that he gave to his guards in exchange for satisfying their addiction. What the hell was he not okay with showing me? 
 
    ‘This guy is a freaking pimp. That’s literally what he is.’ 
 
    ‘What’s a pimp?’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have those in Agraria?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know what it is so I can’t tell you.’ 
 
    ‘They get women addicted to drugs, make them dependent and then hire them out for sex in order to pay for the drugs, then keep the rest of the money.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Then yes, that’s pretty much what he is. Are they well-liked in your world?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, of course, my master who comes from the land of frigid people who have sex with one person for their entire lives. How could I possibly have guessed?’ 
 
    ‘This isn’t the same thing.’ 
 
    ‘I know, I’m only teasing you. Your temper is short today. Is something wrong?’ 
 
    ‘No... Guy’s like that just piss me off.’ 
 
    ‘Me too. So let’s kill him.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not doing that. We’re spending the night here and heading back in the morning, whether we cut a deal or not.’ 
 
    ‘Would the world really be a terrible place without him?’ 
 
    ‘It’d be better, but... This is his land. I need something more concrete before I even consider launching an assault on this guy.’ 
 
    We reached the edge of the land and exited through the gap in the perimeter fence. Fifty yards beyond the perimeter we found a hidden patch of grass between some trees and set up camp. After constructing a campfire and laying out some blankets, I set up some meat to cook while we quenched our thirst with water from our canteens. 
 
    We basked in the quiet of the forest for a few minutes as Lara tended to the meat over the fire. She looked sharply up to me and smiled. 
 
    ‘What?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘What do you mean ‘what’?’ 
 
    ‘You’re looking at me like this is some trashy rom-com and its love at first sight.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t understand a word you just said.’ 
 
    ‘You’re looking at me like an innocent farm-girl with a crush on the boy next door.’ 
 
    ‘Well, you think quite highly of yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t... okay sometimes I do, but only after I’ve killed a monster. And I don’t mean it like that. I mean you’re looking at me like we’re not two people who’ve already been as close as two people can get. What happened to the hard-as-nails hunter that I met in a bar at Ichabod’s Cove who drank hard and killed rogue manticaps?’ 
 
    ‘I’m still like that. I’m pretty sure it was me who just suggested killing this entire tribe.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow at her. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ she continued. ‘I suppose I’m just... Look, I spent years fending for myself and making my own way, and then you came along and you were the first man or woman that wanted to take me in for something other than sex... Or money, like Rook, that is. I’ve been alone since the war and I’ve always looked after myself. I’m just... Letting my guard down with you. It’s tough.’ 
 
    ‘You never told me anything about your past.’ 
 
    Lara paused in her turning of the cuts of meat in the pan over the fire. She took a deep breath. 
 
    ‘I don’t remember much about my family. I was raised by a convent of high elves far from here before I ran away to the cove. They were nice to me, but... I just couldn’t stay there any longer. Staying in one place has never been for me.’ 
 
    ‘That doesn’t out you off the tribe, does it?’ 
 
    ‘No, because we don’t stay in one place. We go on adventures, we trek into the wilderness in search of resources and treasures, we go to dangerous places... If I was holed up at the land all day like some housewife I would go out of my mind.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t want that either,’ I assured her, ‘but for me it’s tough. In my world men and women both work, just like we do. Everybody has skills, but… In my world there aren’t things waiting outside of your front door to kill you at a moment’s notice. 
 
    ‘A man’s family is his tribe. Being my wife means being my family, and the rest of my tribe are like my extended family too, but… Being with you girls every day in the wilderness is something that I’m adjusting to. I don’t like the idea of you being exposed to danger so much. That’s my job.’ 
 
    ‘You really worry about that sort of thing?’ 
 
    ‘It’s gotten lesser with every fight we’ve been in together, but it’s still in the back of my mind all the time. My father taught me to look after my own, and I am, but… I still worry.’ 
 
    ‘That’s just the way it is out here, master. The wilds are dangerous, and the people that occupy them are more dangerous, just like that idiot.’ 
 
    Lara pointed out towards the land of the foreign tribe. 
 
    ‘Right,’ I smiled. ‘Oh, and, uhh… Don’t call me that again.’ 
 
    ‘Call you what?’ 
 
    ‘Master. I hadn’t thought about it much because I’ve been working so hard on establishing our safety and our resources, but after hearing Werger’s wives say it to him like that… I don’t like the sound of it. Just call me Jack from now on.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely.’ 
 
    ‘I could call you husband if you want?’ 
 
    ‘Santana and I were talking about that a couple of days ago,’ I laughed. ‘Anything’s better than master.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, don’t say that. I’m sure I could think of plenty of creative names for you.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet. Let’s eat.’ 
 
    The adrenaline from our surprise meeting with the new tribe master hours ago had long-settled. In the shadow of the shock we devoured our makeshift meal and set our stone slabs aside. 
 
    Lara snuggled up to my side and we rested upon our blankets. Her firm body pressed against me as she traced a hand over my chest, and her purple hair almost seemed to glow in the firelight. 
 
    I knew the threat of the Gaalus Tribe was nearby, but I was beyond comfortable with my wife by my side and my arms wrapped around her. 
 
    ‘Don’t fall asleep,’ she whispered in my ear, closing her eyes a little. ‘We need to take shifts to make sure that they don’t try and jump us.’ 
 
    ‘And how do you plan on doing that? We’re both exhausted.’ 
 
    ‘I can think of plenty of ways to keep you awake, master.’ 
 
    Lara’s expert hands slid over my abs and down to my pants, rubbing me gently beneath the material. Needless to say it woke up more than one part of me. 
 
    ‘How about that…?’ She moaned. ‘Are your eyes staying open?’ 
 
    ‘A little,’ I lied, suddenly feeling wide awake. ‘We have to do something about you though.’ 
 
    I ran a hand down her stomach and into her pants as she faced away from me. My fingers slid further, finding the wetness between her legs 
 
    ‘What if they see us?’ She moaned, her eyes fluttering at my touch. 
 
    ‘Who gives a fuck?’ 
 
    Lara giggled and pulled down the back of her pants, leaving them around her thighs as she exposed her round ass. She grinded herself against my length, pressing her back to me in the process. 
 
    The edge of the tribe was just beyond our private spot, and we were pressed together messily on a blankets in the undergrowth, our clothes a mess and our bodies sweating, but in that moment I had never wanted her more. 
 
    I pushed into her from behind, feeling her wet tightness clasp around me as she moaned, taking a handful of the blanket in her first. 
 
    ‘Oh, gods…’ She cried. ‘You took from behind the first time, remember? This is my favourite… This is how I like it…’ 
 
    I grabbed her hips from behind as we laid on our sides and pulled from her, thrusting in again. She raised a hand and clasped the back of my neck, a harsher moan escaping her mouth as I fucked her harder and harder. 
 
    Lara’s moans become louder in response – so loud that I thought she would wake the forest and the tribe. 
 
    Usually I could last longer than this by sheer willpower, but we were too hot and this was too risky – risky in a way that turned me on even more. 
 
    I pushed into Lara, holding her against me as she shook her ass up and down on me. She looked over her shoulder, sweeping her luscious purple hair aside to reveal her eyes fluttering as she kissed me hard. 
 
    With a sharp groan I came into her, panting for breath as my orgasm subsided. She had finished me off in no time. Even after I was finished, she continued to rub herself up and down on me, squeezing every last drop from me. 
 
    ‘That might have kept us awake for a little while, but now I feel even more exhausted.’ 
 
    ‘You’ve had a busy week,’ Lara breathed, kissing me again and pulling away from me. ‘I’ll take first shift. But don’t become grumpy when I wake you up.’ 
 
    Just ahead of us, the campfire continued to burn, obscuring the view of the foreign tribal land beyond. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    ‘Jack…?’ 
 
    ‘Mm…?’ 
 
    My eyes flickered open to see a shadowy figure by my side. My hand automatically slammed down on the handle of my sword, but just as I did I felt the touch of Lara’s hand on my cheek. 
 
    ‘Calm yourself,’ she whispered. ‘It’s me.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sorry.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no need to be. I understand. Would you mind if I got a little sleep?’ 
 
    ‘No, of course not,’ I said, pushing up to my feet. ‘I’ll keep an eye out.’ 
 
    She sank onto the ground and snuggled up on the blankets, resting her head and sighing. 
 
    ‘I’ll listen out for anything.’ 
 
    Lara nodded and settled on our makeshift bed, leaving me to keep a look out. 
 
    I checked the surrounding forest beyond our small camp and made sure that no creatures had come wandering into the vicinity. Some would likely be put off by the light, but there was a chance that others would be drawn to it. 
 
    The activity kept me awake for a little while, but there was nothing that posed any sort of threat to us in the wilderness. 
 
    The Gaalus Tribe, on the other hand… 
 
    I ventured to the perimeter edge and looked at the land. I moved to wave over to the guard, Tobias, who was still sat by the empty house, building a little trust that I was still here, but received no response. 
 
    I did it again, and again… Until I realized that he was fast asleep and slumped back against the wall on his stool. 
 
    What had Werger said? 
 
    That’s just there for when I finally acquire some citizens to share my land. Tobias over there just… Looks after that house. I like to be prepared, you know? 
 
    A little light from the torches in the surrounding area spilled towards the house, flickering onto its edges occasionally, and lighting up the image of Tobias as he slept outside. 
 
    What the hell was this guy doing guarding an empty house? It didn’t make any sense. Werger had changed the topic pretty fast from this guard and the empty building he was responsible for. 
 
    It didn’t add up. 
 
    Scanning the land once again, I saw that it was void of any other citizens. He was the only one out in the open. 
 
    I bit the inside of my lip and watched the land for a few more stretching minutes. My heart began to beat a little faster, not just at the prospect of the house but at what I was considering doing. 
 
    My suspicions about Werger had kept me on edge all day. He was a calculated sociopath, just like a lot of leaders, but the problem with sociopaths is that most are terrible at hiding their true nature. 
 
    No matter how friendly or accommodating he tried to act, I knew that it was only because he wanted something from me. I had yet to decipher whether that was to trade or to overrun me and my people completely, but I had little doubt that it would be the latter if he had the opportunity. 
 
    I had shot and stabbed people before, and bullets and blades had come in my direction too. I had been cut more than once out here – even in a different world, people were generally still the same. 
 
    It was a lesson I had learned early on in life; the folks calling for peace on earth always forget one thing, and that’s the nature of what people are actually like. 
 
    Everyone does it; people mistrust each other, groups mistrust each other, countries mistrust each other. Everybody wants to win, even if they won’t admit it to themselves. 
 
    Everything just depended on how far the leaders of the world were willing to go to destroy other countries. 
 
    Or other tribes. 
 
    My approach here had to be reactionary. There was no way that I would slaughter or enslave the Gaalus Tribe, unless they attempted to act violently in any way towards us first. I wasn’t a warlord or a tyrant. 
 
    But Werger was different. I knew he would. 
 
    And he was hiding something in that house. 
 
    I checked on Lara. She was still sleeping peacefully. I made a quick check of the surrounding area and found no sign of any threats. Her bow was at her side if she needed to use it. 
 
    I checked the front of the house from the perimeter once more. The guard was still there, slumbering. 
 
    Checking my sword in its scabbard, I headed through the gap in the fence and onto the land. 
 
    My heart picked up the moment I stepped past the line. I kept close to the fence and moved along the edge through the dying grass and dried dirt until I reached a point adjacent to the house. 
 
    Then I moved deeper into the land. 
 
    Ten yards from the building I darted left and hurried silently to the house. I moved out of view of the slumbering guard and pressed myself up against the wall. 
 
    It was a similar to those that I and my citizens had built back at my land, and I knew that on the left side of the building there was an open space designed for a window. Glass had never been available, but shutters were, and it could provide a way in. 
 
    The further I edged around the building, the more convinced I became that this was a terrible idea. I wanted to tell myself that there was nothing but ore and valuables locked away in the house, that my disliking for Werger was just because he was a sardonic little asshole. 
 
    I had yet to actually see these valuables that Werger horded. This could just have been his store room. 
 
    I looked around the land, then examined the shutters on the window. They weren’t locked. 
 
    Why the hell would he have a guard here but no lock on the freaking window? 
 
    I slumped against the wall silently and thought for a moment. 
 
    I can get out of here. Go back to Lara, wait till morning, continue my talks with Werger then head back to my land with an uneasy agreement to stay out of each other’s way… 
 
    I was about to take up my own offer when I heard it. 
 
    It was the sound of something living, a crying sound. I held my breath and waited. Nothing. I could have just imagined it. 
 
    The crying sounded out again, only much closer this time – and it was coming from inside the house. 
 
    What the fuck…? 
 
    I crept to the front of the house in silence and peaked around the corner. The guard was still sleeping. 
 
    I returned to the window shutters and opened them, surveying the inside of the house from the ledge. Darkness reigned supreme, but it seemed to be deserted. 
 
    I jumped onto the ledge and climbed inside silently. 
 
    No citizens. No furniture. No ornaments or decoration. 
 
    I took a step forward and felt the ground change from hard stone to something a little softer. Examining the ground, I found a large, square rug. In the centre was a lump that jutted up an inch or so. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder to the closed doorway. The guard was still snoring, but he was only a few yards away. 
 
    Grabbing the edge of the rug, I peeled it back slowly from the ground and cast it aside. 
 
    There was a cellar door, with a handle and a lock, just large enough for somebody to fit through. 
 
    I could likely slice the lock off with a few whacks of my sword, but that would bring the entirety of the Gaalus Tribe running my way, which would make for the worst stealth mission ever. 
 
    I crouched and ran my finger along the edge. It was set into the wood, so there was no way that I could see through the crack even if I had a light. 
 
    Think, you dumbass… That’s it. 
 
    Quickly bringing up my inventory, I retrieved the last of the three skeleton keys that I had recovered from the Mossley. 
 
    I felt its weight in my hand, examined it for a moment, then bit the bullet and placed it into the lock. 
 
    It slid into place, and I turned it clockwise in a full cycle until the padlock clicked open. 
 
    The key vanished from my hand into nothingness, just like the first. 
 
    I removed the padlock and set it down quietly on the ground, then grabbed the door and pulled it back on its hinges. 
 
    From within there was a whimper, and then a muffled quelling of someone or something stopping themselves from making any further sounds. 
 
    I lowered my head to look in and was only able to make out the first step, but the stench hit me almost immediately. Dirt, rot and decay – I had smelt some disgusting things in my time overseas but this one took the cake. 
 
    Covering my mouth, I took a step down into the cellar and descended along a series of steps. Even with my nose covered I could still feel the scent making its way to me. 
 
    The steps continued for six or seven more before I hit another stone floor. I could hear the breathing of others all around me. With my sword clasped in one hand, I opened my inventory with the other and retrieved a torch. 
 
    Its firelight illuminated the room, but I wasn’t prepared for what I saw. 
 
    In the cramped space beneath the house were five figures. Their skin was matted with dirt and scratches, their ragged clothing hanging from their bodies like scraps of paper, and their faces held the most desperate expressions that I had ever seen. 
 
    But these faces, these looks, were ones that I had seen before. 
 
    I had seen it on the face of the foxgirl that I had rescued from a trading post after first arriving in Agraria. I had also seen the furred ears and pawed feet that they possessed upon her. 
 
    They were more of Ariadne’s kin, her own tribe members. 
 
    ‘What the fuck is this…?’ I managed to whisper to no one in particular. 
 
    The group all pushed back against the walls, all five sets of eyes glaring back at me with intense fear. 
 
    No, not five… There were six. In the corner, away from the others, was a body. The fox-person had been dead no more than a few hours, and the body was just lying down here among its kin. 
 
    They were slaves, just a small portion of Ariadne’s former tribe members. 
 
    ‘Oh, god…’ 
 
    Gripping the handle of my sword was the only thing I could do to stop my hand from shaking. 
 
    I was halfway up the stairs before I regained any sense of cognisance or awareness of my mind, and even then my body felt like it was set to autopilot. 
 
    I wrenched open the front door the house. It slammed back against the wall and awoke the guard. 
 
    He had enough time to turn to me and go ‘what?’ before I plunged my sword into his gut so far that I struck his spine from the inside. 
 
    The guard’s face went a ferocious red, as if he was straining harder than he ever had. He grasped the sword in his palms then looked up at me with a confused expression. 
 
    I pulled the sword swiftly from his gut, bringing a string of blood and bodily matter with it. It sprayed from his body too quickly and he fell to the floor limply, his chair teetering over to the side. 
 
    I made for the tree and the adjoining guard house. My pace was a fast walk, but I was stomping so hard across the dry land that I realized I was grunting with restraint just to stop myself from screaming out like an animal. 
 
    My teeth were gritted so hard that my jaw began to ache. 
 
    I couldn’t think, but my mind perceived the path that would lead to the most destruction. I retrieved the Telekinetic Blast power stone from my inventory as I approached the guardhouse. 
 
    The guard that I had just killed hadn’t been remotely loud enough in his death rattle to awaken Werger’s three goons, but my boot-heeled kick against the front door of their house was. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The door slammed so hard that it recoiled back towards me. I barged in to the firelit ground floor. 
 
    My eyes focused on the first sign of life, Tarek, who was sitting at the kitchen table. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    The blast flew from my hand and sent every object in the kitchen that wasn’t nailed down slamming into the opposite wall, including Tarek. 
 
    He let out a high shriek that was almost funny, but I was as far from laughing as I had ever been. 
 
    The table flew up and pinned him against the wall briefly, before both collapsed to the ground. 
 
    Tarek groaned painfully on his front. I paced over, drawing my sword again and thrusting the blade into his back as he tried to get up. 
 
    He let out a howl of pain loud enough to wake the dead, if the spell hadn’t done it already. 
 
    As I drew my sword from his back I heard the shouts from upstairs and the footsteps tumbling rapidly down the stairs. 
 
    I didn’t have time to sheath my sword; I dropped it to the ground and cycled to Arcane Blast, the stone landing in my hand just as Jork appeared at the bottom of the stairs with a dagger in hand. 
 
    ‘Arcania!’ 
 
    Purple flames erupted from my palm and coursed towards the second of the three main guards. 
 
    They engulfed him immediately, and in seconds he had transformed from a man awoken to a screaming mass of fire. 
 
    Right behind him, Clay appeared, bow in hand and arrow at the ready. He was guarded by the flaming body of his comrade.               
 
    I reached for my sword on the ground, and heard the twang of the bow just as my hand closed around the handle. 
 
    The arrow slammed into my right forearm, piercing straight through it. I yelled out in pain and dropped my sword, then glanced at the two remaining goons. 
 
    Jork’s screams were ear-piercing as he flailed about just a few yards away by the stairs. Clay’s face was fearful but ready as he reached for another arrow. 
 
    I forced myself to take up my sword and sprinted at them, delivering a kick to Jork’s chest. His flaming body staggered back and fell against Clay, the arrow dropping from his hand. 
 
    They both hit the ground in a bundled mess. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck off of me, you fucking idiot!’ 
 
    What Clay could see was Jork straddling him, his face wide and screaming, until his head flew from his body after my sword swept cleanly through his neck. 
 
    ‘FUCK!’ 
 
    I kicked off the remains of Jork’s now silent, flaming body as blood poured from his neck. 
 
    I held my sword with one hand, pointing the tip at Clay’s neck as I panted deeply. My face was spattered with the spray of Jork’s blood and the arrow was still sticking out of my arm. 
 
    ‘Don’t hurt me…’ Clay whimpered, holding his hands up. ‘Please…’ 
 
    ‘Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t.’ 
 
    ‘What’s this about?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll give you a clue – the hidden basement in the house across from here.’ 
 
    ‘The basement…’ Clay repeated, looking to the side before his eyes went wide with realisation. ‘Oh, fuck, what, the slaves? Those fucking fox-people? Hey, you can take them. I’m sure Werger will give you a decent price. Think the young one might have died, though. That’s probably a discount. He was lazy enough…’ 
 
    I jabbed my sword forward. The blade piercing through his neck and into his head, cutting into his brain from below. 
 
    Clay’s eyes went even wider, an eyelid twitching for a moment until I withdrew it. Blood poured out and pooled onto the ground as his body went still. 
 
    I turned like a machine and rushed back outside, then looked up to the treehouse. Just as I did the front door slammed open and Werger appeared, clad in a silk dressing gown. 
 
    His eyes searched angrily until they set on me. He looked confused, as if he didn’t know whether to be angry or terrified. 
 
    Then he set his eyes on me. 
 
    He turned and slammed the door, locking himself in his home. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck out here, Werger!’ I yelled. 
 
    ‘You are fucking crazy, tribe master! I knew I should have slaughtered you and your pathetic tribe the moment I found you.’ 
 
    ‘You get out here or in a few seconds that tree will be filled with arcane fire. You could ask Jork what it feels like but he’s busy being a smouldering, headless corpse in his house.’ 
 
    Silence followed for several long moments. 
 
    ‘I’m coming out,’ Werger called. ‘Don’t set me on fire.’ 
 
    The door to the treehouse creaked open, and from within two figures emerged. They were too tall and too slim to be Werger – they were his wives. 
 
    The women were dressed in nothing but their underwear. Their shaking hands were raised by their sides as they looked between me and the steps ahead of them. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck out of here!’ I yelled at them. They screamed out and ran off across the field into the darkness, leaving only their master. 
 
    Werger appeared once again in his dressing gown, sleeves descending over his hands like those of a wizard. He descended the steps slowly at a dawdling pace before reaching the clearing and standing across from me. 
 
    ‘You took a turn,’ he said snidely. ‘Where’s that civilised, democratic leader I was talking to a few hours ago?’ 
 
    ‘He took a break after he found a group of slaves on your land.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh… So you found them. It’s nothing personal. Few travelling salesmen wanted rid of them and offered me a price I couldn’t say no to. You’d do the same, I’ve no doubt.’ 
 
    ‘Are you fucking kidding me? I wouldn’t try to buy them in the first place! I’d cut down the bastards that had captured them.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe. Maybe you would. But sooner or later that attitude is going to get you stabbed while you sleep. Things are peaceful out here compared to other parts of Agraria. The further you go to the edges of the map the more ferocity you’re going to stumble upon. 
 
    ‘And who do you think lives in those situations? Who do you think is going to be the last man standing in a world like this? I will tell you who; the one who’s willing to do whatever it takes to seize power and keep his hands firmly grasped around it. 
 
    ‘You can take a hit, I’ll give you that. That arrow’s gone straight through your arm. You’re strong. But you need to stop thinking morally and start thinking about looking after your own interests.’ 
 
    ‘I am looking after my own interests. They just also happen to be the interests of my people, who don’t take kindly to the idea of being tied up and locked in a cage. I know, because that’s where I found several of them.’ 
 
    ‘Listen to yourself. You speak about your citizens like you’re all part of one big happy family. There are only two types of people in this world – the leaders, and the slaves. You might have this vision of yourself being the bountiful, democratic leader, but you need to get your head out of your ass and understand how this works. Otherwise you’re end up in a cage just like all those idiots back at your tribe.’ 
 
    I couldn’t hold myself back any longer. 
 
    I yelled out with a mighty war cry and lunged forward with my sword. 
 
    At most I expected Werger to fall on his ass with shock at my sudden movement, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    My mind was so clouded with anger that I hadn’t considered the possibility that he had been trying to enrage me. 
 
    He raised his hands, exposing the right and revealing the Brutal Limb Breaker that he had boasted of earlier.               
 
    I swung my sword down over my head with both hands as hard as I could. I should have hit flesh, but he caught it in the metallic hold of the weapon wrapped around his hand. 
 
    The sword was ripped from my grasp and thrown aside. 
 
    I was off-balance, and Werger dived at me, his metallic hand outstretched in my direction. I had a foot on him, but with the strength of the item he possessed I went falling onto my back hard, landing in the dried dirt. 
 
    The wind was knocked from me instantly as Werger landed atop me. His metallic hand went straight for my throat and clasped around me before I had a chance to move. 
 
    His other hand clamped down on the wrist of my left arm. 
 
    My windpipe was being crushed. I couldn’t breathe, and all I could see or process was the sight of Werger’s insane, psychotic smile as he looked me in the eyes, watching me die. 
 
    ‘Don’t fight it,’ he groaned. ‘This is a waste of my time. You’re done here. Just let it happen…’ 
 
    I managed to raise my right arm. I delivered a hard punch into Werger’s ribs. He groaned out, but it only made him clamp down on my neck harder. 
 
    The next punch I delivered was weaker. 
 
    My ears started to ring and my vision closed in. The peripheral sight of the house and the branches and leaves began to blur into a whirling mess that surrounded Werger’s smug face. 
 
    Even if I could call for Lara, she wasn’t coming to save me. She was asleep and probably too far away to hear any of this. 
 
    This was it. This was how I was going to do. I had no resources left… Apart from one. 
 
    One that was seconds away from being out of reach. 
 
    I groaned out and raised my knee, delivering a hard kick between Werger’s legs. He let out a scream like a trapped animal, and his grip on my neck loosened for less than a second before coming back down on me again. 
 
    But it was long enough to speak, long enough to summon what I needed. 
 
    ‘Backstab!’ 
 
    My right hand was no longer empty. I could feel the Dagger of Concealment in my grasp. 
 
    With a blood-curdling moan I mustered the last shreds of my strength and drove the knife in a wide arc, slamming the blade into Werger’s neck. 
 
    His mouth went flat, his eyes taking on a cold, grey dullness. 
 
    Blood dripped from his mouth and landed on my face, and his grip on me loosened. 
 
    He remained on top of me, but I didn’t let him go. I twisted the knife so hard that my entire arm was shaking, then thrust him from me with the force of the blade alone. 
 
    Werger toppled to the side with the knife still fully embedded in his throat. 
 
    I stayed on my back and coughed violently as my lungs begged for air. Once my senses had gained some semblance of their former glory I pushed up from the ground and looked down at Werger’s body. 
 
    He was dead. 
 
    I rounded to his side and pulled the knife from his throat, then checked my surroundings. I had caused more destruction in the last few minutes than I could even comprehend. 
 
    ‘Jack?!’ 
 
    ‘I’m here!’ I coughed out, touching a hand to my bruised throat. 
 
    Lara’s silhouette appeared through the darkness as she hurried up to me with her bow and arrow drawn. 
 
    ‘You picked a hell of a time to show up?’ I croaked in between gasping breaths. 
 
    ‘What the fuck happened?’ She said frantically. 
 
    ‘It doesn’t matter right now. We need to figure out what the fuck we’re going to do here.’ 
 
    ‘I’m guessing negotiations didn’t go to plan?’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    *** 
 
    ‘Bite down.’ 
 
    I sank my teeth into the matted pile of rags. Lara wrapped placed a palm flat against where the arrow protruded through my skin. 
 
    With enough leverage applied, she grabbed the other end and pulled towards herself sharply. 
 
    Snap. 
 
    It wasn’t the bone in my arm, but it damn near felt like it. 
 
    I groaned fiercely as she cast the snapped arrowhead aside. She did the same on the other end with the fletching, leaving just the body inside of my arm. 
 
    ‘This is going to hurt.’ 
 
    ‘No shit.’ 
 
    ‘Ready?’ 
 
    ‘Just do it.’ 
 
    ‘Three, two…’ 
 
    Before the one Lara slid the stick sharply out of me. One end receded into my arm, slid through my flesh then removed itself quickly. 
 
    I grunted harshly, biting down so hard on the rag it felt like my jaw would break. 
 
    ‘Oh, come on, master,’ she said. ‘You’ve had a wolf tear a chunk out of this very same arm before.’ 
 
    ‘Sure,’ I said, pulling a potion of healing from inventory, ‘but I don’t like the idea of things being inside of me.’ 
 
    ‘Good thing I’m not the same.’ 
 
    I shook my head and managed a smile, then drank back the potion. The wound looked a little better in seconds, but Lara still took a few minutes to wrap a bandage around it. 
 
    Lara and I returned promptly to the empty house and descended to the basement. 
 
    ‘Good gods…’ Lara gulped the moment she saw the fox-people. 
 
    I surveyed the group once again. They were all roughly in the same places that they had been prior. 
 
    ‘We’re not going to hurt you,’ I said firmly to the group. ‘We’re going to get you all out of here.’ 
 
    Their weary eyes didn’t change; it was only distrust and scepticism that was present. 
 
    ‘I don’t blame any of you for not believing a word I say, so… Just come up when you’re ready.’ 
 
    Lara and I returned upstairs and headed outside. The sun would be up shortly. 
 
    *** 
 
    Despite still having no way to gage the passing of time beyond the movement of the sun, I estimated that it had been twenty minutes before the fox-people finally emerged from the basement. 
 
    By then we had moved the bodies of Werger and his four guards just beyond the perimeter fence, stacking their remains in a pile. We didn’t have time to bury them, but neither of us had qualms about that. They didn’t deserve a burial, and the beasts of the forest would likely make sure that their remains disappeared once they caught the scent. 
 
    After cleaning our hands at the well, we retrieved some meat and cheese left in storage at the guardhouse. It was waiting for the fox-people the moment they left the basement and emerged onto the land. 
 
    I didn’t know what to do with the body of the fox-man in the basement. On the one hand he deserved a decent burial, but on the other I didn’t want to bring him back out in front of his kin. They had been through enough already. 
 
    Eventually I headed down with the blankets we had used to sleep upon and wrapped up his body, covering him properly before I decided what to do. 
 
    The fox-people were torn between diving for the food and checking for any sign of danger around them. I couldn’t imagine what they had been through as slaves to warrant such a constant fear. 
 
    Once we assured them that there was no more danger, they devoured the food. It went down so fast that Lara had to run back to the guardhouse for more. 
 
    I told them my name and who I was, about my tribe and the safety that it could offer. Negotiations took longer than I expected, but only because they didn’t believe me. Most of the task was convincing them that my offer was genuine. 
 
    But they were liberated now. They were a strange people – they made decisions democratically, as a group, but just like foxes they were lone beings who did not huddle together. They remained separate from each other even as they ate, sitting in a semi-circle before us. 
 
    They exchanged few words with us, but upon finishing their food all nodded in agreement that they would join us. 
 
    By then the sun had come up. With the land void of life beyond the seven of us, we took the remaining provisions that we had stolen and returned to the horses. 
 
    I ordered Lara to set off with the group, taking Myranthia with her, while I held back for a few minutes. I found a cart by the stables near the treehouse and hooked Arabelle up to it. Once it was secured, I returned to the basement and retrieved the body of the young man, then loaded him into the cart. 
 
    Taking one last look about the quiet land, I led Arabelle past the perimeter fence and trailed after the group. 
 
    We stayed in the forest even after reaching the flattened land that surrounded Grayholde, guarded by the treeline until we arrived at the rocky patches. After that it was a straight-shot through the forest with the fox-people at our side until, by mid-morning, the border of my land came into view. 
 
    We crossed to the northern gate and, after drumming on the door, Alorion came running along the fence. He saw us from a distance, then hopped off to get help with opening it. 
 
    A few minutes later running footsteps sounded on the other side of the gate, and after the bar had been removed they lumbered open on their huge hinges. 
 
    It wasn’t just Tormus who had arrived to greet me; my entire tribe was present. Tormus threw the bar as he nodded at me; in the backdrop, by his house, I could see Eri waiting, running a hand over her stomach. 
 
    Cass was leading Aden and Oden past the crop field towards us, and to their left I could see Santana rushing to us - and Ariadne just by her side. 
 
    She had already been reunited with Lola, and in that moment I had attained a glimpse into the sensitivity that lurked within her. 
 
    This, though, was too much for her stoic mind to sit on. 
 
    We entered through the gate, and her kin came into view. She slowed fifty yards from us and scanned the scene before her, the scene of us, in complete disbelief. 
 
    I looked around at her kin and found them doing the same. The morning silence was resounding; there was nothing but a light breeze moving through the grass and the leaves of the crops. 
 
    Their furred feet and tough soles suddenly began bounding into the ground as Ariadne and the group hurried towards each other. They collectively embraced, and any semblance of independence was cast off; they were a group again, and they had been reunited. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    ‘150 primary cuts, 300 servings of ground meat… What do you think?’ 
 
    ‘I think I don’t have to buy dinner for at least a few weeks.’ 
 
    Jeremiah smiled back at me as he, Lola and I surveyed the carefully organised meat laid out on the gigantic chipped table. We were standing in the yard behind the Rourke house, surveying several hours work in the form of the taurem that we had slaughtered earlier that day. 
 
    ‘We’re going to use every part,’ Lola said. ‘The bones can be ground down for the plants, the hide can be used for clothes or furniture… All of it.’ 
 
    ‘Does it say something that I respect the deaths of animals more than I respect the deaths of my enemies?’ I said. 
 
    ‘No,’ Jeremiah said. ‘Animals do not judge or cause harm beyond the confines of their closed minds. Most beings that stand can reflect upon their behaviour, but many choose not to regardless and go about their lives hurting and enslaving. It sounds like the case back at this other tribe.’ 
 
    ‘It was. That’s why I didn’t feel bad about killing them. I felt like I… Needed to.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps you did.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t agree?’ 
 
    ‘I am busy… Reflecting.’ 
 
    He gave me a smile, then wrapped an arm around Lola. 
 
    ‘I never thanked you,’ Lola said. ‘For saving my people.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have to thank me. There’s no way that I would have done anything else than what I did. Are you ready to go and see them again?’ 
 
    ‘What, now?’ 
 
    ‘Of course. Did you really think I was just going to sell all this meat at market and have us all living off of potatoes, carrots and milk for the next few weeks? Let’s package this up before it goes bad and get back to the land.’ 
 
    I had purchased packaging parchment from the trading post on my way to the Rourke Homestead, which we now used to wrap up the hundreds of cuts from the taurem. 
 
    That, of course, wasn’t the only thing we had to deal with. 
 
    ‘I don’t suppose you could give me a hand?’ Jeremiah said nodding to the back of the yard. 
 
    ‘With what?’ 
 
    ‘Taurems must be fed and all that meat comes at a price. Grab a pitchfork.’ 
 
    I took one from the Harvesting shed that he had kitted out and followed Jeremiah to the stable by the house. The smell hit me before I saw it; a steaming pile of taurem manure. 
 
    ‘It may stink,’ he continued, ‘but it’s great for speeding up the growth of certain crops, just like bone meal.’ 
 
    ‘Well, the faster we put it into storage the faster the smell will go away. I tell you something; there’s no better way to bring yourself back to reality than to spend your afternoon shovelling shit.’ 
 
    After our work was completed at the homestead, Jeremiah, Lola and I set off for my land. By the northern gate everything looked the same, save for one small change. 
 
    In a small clearing, hidden among the nearby trees by the entrance, was a grave. The fallen fox-man’s name was Tiran, and even though he had died on a foreign land, I considered him to be the first fallen member of my tribe. We had held the funeral that very same day that we returned to the land. A week had passed since then. 
 
    Things on the land were moving along perfectly. Eri’s bump had already started to show, and she was doing too much of a good job of telling Tormus how to run the crops. Even if she wasn’t working in the field, she was still working on the small-scale cultivation of the moonseed outside of their house. 
 
    Cass, Aden and Oden’s skills were better-suited to wielding pickaxes, and that was something that could be arranged in the near-future; in the meantime they were doing a damn fine job of collecting crops and expanding the rows of carrots and potatoes in the field. Cass supervised and assisted, keeping her brothers on track while they themselves worked like machines. 
 
    And then there were my wives, my beautiful, perfect wives. 
 
    In the past week we had completed work on building the other lookout posts. Lara was standing at the peak the of the guard tower that looked west, her bow at her side as she surveyed the land below. 
 
    On the south-eastern side of the land we had built a new home for the five fox-people that we had rescued from Werger’s clutches at the Gaalus Tribe. 
 
    Despite their independence, they had been more than willing to stay together in a single home for the time being. A little crowded, maybe, but they had become so used to being crammed together for so long that they preferred it that way. 
 
    Ariadne had spent a lot of time catching up with them over the week, but was now helping out with the crops in the field. 
 
    In the last week we had purchased another horse that Santana had personally consulted on, one which my third wife had been looking after ever since. 
 
    In the distance I saw her ride into the pasture at a steady pace and hop off its back. She led led it to a trough of water and retrieved a brush from her inventory, tending to it while it drank. 
 
    As we passed the crops, Santana caught sight of us and her father, and came running over. 
 
    ‘Finish up your rows for the day and put it into storage,’ I called to everybody in the field. ‘We’re taking the rest of the day off.’ 
 
    ‘Are you serious, master?’ Cass asked, brushing the sweat from her forehead on the back of her sleeve. 
 
    ‘Deathly. So deathly that we slaughtered a taurem just for the occasion. Fresh prime cuts for everybody tonight.’ 
 
    ‘By the gods,’ Tormus laughed, jumping up from the ground, dropping his sickle and kissing his hands before holding them both up to the sky and throwing his head back. ‘My son will be the strongest boy in all the land!’ 
 
    ‘How do you know you’re having a son?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t,’ Eri laughed from the house. ‘But my unborn child is growing quickly. Boy or girl, it will be strong.’ 
 
    ‘Either way,’ Tormus continued, ‘It can take over from me in the fields.’ 
 
    ‘Our child is not yet born and you are already setting it to work…’ 
 
    ‘No more talk of work,’ I laughed. ‘Everybody wash up. Let’s eat.’ 
 
    I had enough potions now to keep Elera alive out of water for weeks. For some reason she was still stretched out in the bath in the treehouse, rubbing it into her skin. 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ I asked. ‘I thought the Essence of the River kept you alive just fine. That bathwater won’t do anything for you, either. We found that out after last time.’ 
 
    ‘I just like the feeling of the water on my skin. Between the potion and the sensation of the water I am fine, but I still need to feel it.’ 
 
    ‘Fine, but we need to find something constructive for you to do soon.’ 
 
    ‘Constructive?’ She said. ‘What does that mean?’ 
 
    ‘Something… Useful. Something that contributes to the wellbeing of the tribe.’ 
 
    ‘I can freeze things, and I can seduce men…’ 
 
    ‘In the future you could give me a hand mapping out the surrounding rivers. That way you can be in the water and help me out.’ 
 
    ‘I would love to do that. I have spent years looking after myself in the water.’ 
 
    I slumped down on the ground by the bathtub and leaned my head against the side. 
 
    ‘Do you ever miss your family, Elera?’ 
 
    My nymph leaned against the edge of the bathtub and rested her head on her hands. She stared into the shallow abyss of the room for several long moments. 
 
    ‘What is a family, truly? Is it the ones who you grow with, who teach you how to act and what to do and how to live? Or is it the people that welcome you in, who look after you no matter what – who break into houses and risk their lives to steal things that may afford you a better life? When I was alone in that cave for so long I imagined that I would be trapped down there forever, until you arrived from above to save me.’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t know you were down there in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘No, you did not. But you still chose to help me escape, even if it meant risking your life. That is what family does. They take care of each other, even when things seem terrible. That is the only thing that matters. That is what makes you and your wives my family.’ 
 
    I sat up a little to face her. Elera pressed a warm, blue hand to my face, her smooth skin caressing my rugged jaw. She leaned forward and kissed me lightly on the lips. 
 
    I had taken my wives hard and we had spent a lot of time since I had arrived in Agraria fucking like crazy, but that soft motion sent chills up my arms. 
 
    ‘I take it that you’ll stay, then?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I cannot imagine myself being anywhere else,’ she smiled. ‘Tall-man.’ 
 
    A short while later we gathered together beneath the shade of the tree around a small fire. Jeremiah and Lara cooked up prime cut taurem steaks with sides of carrots and potatoes, all prepared to perfection. 
 
    It was a feast fit for a king – and my people. 
 
    I looked around and realized that this was the first time that the latest incarnation of our tribe had come together. 
 
    There were thirteen of us now; my four wives, Alorion, Jeremiah and Lola, Tormus and Eri, and Cass, Aden and Oden, and myself. 
 
    We relaxed and chatted in the evening sun and ate together, and toasts were raised – something I had to familiarise everybody with seeing as, just like knocking glasses together, it didn’t seem to be a custom. 
 
    We toasted to the tribe’s success, to the new land, to Eri’s unborn baby, and to the upcoming expansion in the new land that we would soon return to. 
 
    All was well… Or so I thought. 
 
    Our evening of indulgence and celebration came to an end. My people left with full stomachs and retired to bed. My wives headed up together to the treehouse, a ragtag collection of beautiful women who were all fierce in their own ways. 
 
    Watching them go, I thought myself the luckiest man alive. Every night from now, after every hard day of work, I could return to the safety of my home and slide it into bed between four unbelievably sexy, beautiful women who I loved. 
 
    I could have followed them as if I was hypnotised as they moved out of sight and into our home – instead I found myself with Alorion in the shade of the tree, just as I had done at the end of our last adventure. 
 
    ‘You know, I realized there’s something that you haven’t asked me yet,’ I started. 
 
    ‘What would that be, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘You weren’t wondering whether or not there was another imp at Werger’s land?’ 
 
    ‘I do not need to wonder. I know. I told you, every tribe begins with an imp, just like me.’ 
 
    ‘Fair enough. It’s a girl, if you’re interested, but I haven’t met her yet. Werger seemed to have no interest in her.’ 
 
    ‘She’ll be somewhere in the trees in the surrounding area… Hopefully.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully?’ 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘You just said hopefully.’ 
 
    ‘No I didn’t.’ 
 
    ‘Yes you did. Are you looking forward to meeting her?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea what you mean.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, come on. For a guy who was dishing out love-life wisdom like you did a few weeks back you’re sure acting uptight over meeting a girl for the first time.’ 
 
    For one of the first times since I had met him, Alorion looked like he didn’t have an immediate answer. He actually had to think about what he was going to say next. 
 
    ‘I just… I struggle to form relationships with the opposite sex. I have all the desire in the world to find a mate, but I find it difficult.’ 
 
    ‘There’s the answer I was looking for. I can’t believe you’re nervous.’ 
 
    ‘May I ask a question?’ 
 
    I held back a smile as Alorion tried to shift the conversation in a different direction. 
 
    ‘Go on.’ 
 
    ‘Why are you talking to me right now?’ 
 
    ‘Because you’re my friend.’ 
 
    ‘Four incredibly attractive women are waiting for you in bed up there. How can you possibly restrain yourself? I have seen men kill each other just to get a glimpse at a woman’s exposed behind before.’ 
 
    ‘There’s something I’ve been thinking about it over the past week, but with our trip to the land of the Gaalus Tribe coming up tomorrow I need to do something first. You’re my second in command. Are you going to join me?’ 
 
    We crossed to the Map room together. I hadn’t been in here for a while; after activating the table and placing my hand on the slab, it lit up with the trail through the forest towards the Gaalus,Tribe perfectly illustrated. 
 
    I zoomed in on the land of the Gaalus Tribe and analysed it carefully. 
 
    ‘So this is the place you invaded,’ Alorion commented, sitting at the edge of the table and examining it, his eyes reflecting the blue light that it gave off. 
 
    ‘I didn’t invade it. I… Lost it.’ 
 
    ‘Lost what?’ 
 
    ‘My mind. I’ve never felt that angry before.’ 
 
    ‘Well, your anger served to free a group of captive slaves and slaughter an oppressive tribe.’ 
 
    ‘They were a gang, not a tribe. I don’t care what the official term was for them. That’s what they were; a gang of slave-drivers. I told Jeremiah earlier; I don’t regret doing it.’ 
 
    ‘Nor should you. So what happens tomorrow? Are you going to ransack all the available resources and cart them back here?’ 
 
    ‘For a start,’ I replied. ‘But before any of that happens I need to ensure that they belong to me.’ 
 
    Alorion looked at me in confusion. His face fell with realisation, then rose steadily into a smile. 
 
    ‘I would say that I am impressed, Jack, but I never doubted you for a second.’ 
 
    I raised an eyebrow and double-tapped the image of the Gaalus Tribe. 
 
    Create flag? 
 
    I pressed accept. 
 
    Warning: 
 
    
    	 Tribal flags can only be used on selected location. Any attempt to use flags for their non-respective areas will result in the destruction of the flag. 
 
    	 Any and all sentient beings within lands selected for ownership will be informed of the attempt to claim the land. 
 
    	 Ownership of new land takes ten minutes to complete, regardless of size. Removal of the flag from the land will result in failure of the ownership attempt. 
 
   
 
    My eyes scanned the warnings in a quick reminder to myself. It had been a while since the first occasion that I last absorbed land into the tribe’s ownership using a flag, that being the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    None of it made me worry. It didn’t apply. 
 
    I pressed accept and the flag appeared. I admired the simple item for a moment. 
 
    ‘This is a huge turning point,’ Alorion said. ‘You just vanquished an enemy tribe, or gang, whatever we’re calling them, but technically-speaking they’re a tribe. Now you’re claiming their land. You’re a real leader.’ 
 
    ‘Hopefully I won’t turn into a warlord anytime soon,’ I replied, sighing deeply. ‘Are you coming with us tomorrow?’ 
 
    ‘I would be honored. It would be a pleasure to get outside of the land for a little while.’ 
 
    We headed back outside and bid each other goodnight. Alorion scuttled off to his home in the northern lookout post. I headed halfway up the staircase to my treehouse and stopped. I looked out over my peaceful lands in the sunset, then looked down to the flag in my hand. 
 
    This wasn’t a friendly claim. Alorion was right. I was claiming the land of an enemy tribe, and taking their resources for my own. 
 
    And I liked the feeling. 
 
    It had been a week since I had killed Werger and his men, and tomorrow we would head there to claim ownership and take it all for ourselves. 
 
    I headed up to my treehouse and closed the door behind me, looking to my beautiful wives. Santana was already fast asleep next to Lara, who was dozing off herself. My more exotic wives, Elera and Ariadne, were examining each other’s bodies in the fading light. 
 
    They had been fascinated with each other ever since our time in the hidden cave. 
 
    They turned and beckoned me over. After pulling off my clothes I climbed into bed between my wives. 
 
    They fell asleep next to me atop the sheets, their warm, naked bodies pressed together and pushed up to mine as I rested my head against the headboard and relaxed. 
 
    There was one thing that I hadn’t accounted for, though. It was rule number 2 of land-claiming. 
 
    
    	 Any and all sentient beings within lands selected for ownership will be informed of the attempt to claim the land. 
 
   
 
    Werger’s imp was somewhere in the nearby forest, that I was already confident of. 
 
    But there was something I had missed. 
 
    There was another person on the land that I hadn’t accounted for, a person that I wasn’t even remotely aware of, who had remained hidden the entire time and was still hidden there now. 
 
    And they weren’t going to leave without a fight. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TRIBE MASTER WILL CONTINUE IN BOOK 3 
 
    If you’d like to keep up with my latest releases and publications, please sign up to my Official Facebook Author Page – you can find it at the following link: https://www.facebook.com/Noah-Layton-Author-1091856721016326/   
 
    Thank you for reading! 
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