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    Chapter One 
 
      
 
    ‘I swear,’ Ariadne said, running hand through her hair. ‘This is the comfiest bed in all of Agraria. I could spend all day in it.’ 
 
    ‘Me too,’ Elera said, ‘but only with you all here. There is only so much that one can do to amuse herself…’ 
 
    ‘We’ll always be here for you,’ Lara smiled, pushing her arms over her head as her large breasts pooled on her chest. ‘Just as long as our husband is here too.’ 
 
    ‘There’s no way I’ll ever go anywhere,’ I replied, propping myself up against the headboard and stretching out both of my arms around my wives. 
 
    Santana was snuggled up to me on my left side, her red hair brushed over one of her cheeks as she slept lightly next to me. Behind her, Lara ran her hands behind her purple hair, her breasts wobbling lightly on her slim frame with every slight movement that she made. 
 
    To my right, Ariadne and Elera laid spooning each other, both of them pressing up to me as Ariadne traced her fingers along Elera’s blue skin from behind, stroking the curve of her side. 
 
    ‘I have been waiting my entire life to sleep in a little in the morning,’ Santana said, squinting in the early morning light, ‘but you all make it so difficult.’ 
 
    ‘You grew up farming on a homestead for 20 years,’ Lara laughed. ‘I would have thought that you would be used to it by now.’ 
 
    ‘I am,’ she said, waking up a little more and stirring to place her head on my chest. ‘Hence why I said I’ve been waiting my entire life. You are right, Ariadne, this bed is incredible.’ 
 
    They were both right – this bed was amazing, but not just because of the soft sheets or the size of it. 
 
    It was because of the four unbelievably beautiful wives that shared it with me every night, and who I woke up with every morning. 
 
    They couldn’t get enough of me, and I couldn’t get enough of them. How could I not love it? 
 
    Since the destruction of the Gaalus Tribe, we had been taken things at a steadier pace back at our land, but in Agraria there was never a time to slow down. 
 
    Slowing down meant that you would get yourself killed by sheer complacency, and I didn’t plan to get anywhere near that mindset; tomorrow was the day I was going to return to the land of the Gaalus Tribe and reclaim it as my own, along with every resource waiting there for us. 
 
    Initially I had planned on going today, but sometimes the temptation of my wives’ naked bodies stretched in my large bed was too much for me. 
 
    It could wait another day. 
 
    After lounging in bed for a while, I got up and dressed while my wives readied themselves. Duties on the land were at a minimum at that moment in time beyond harvesting crops and ensuring security, which I now had the fox-people for. 
 
    We had enough gold and food to keep ourselves well-fed and well-defended, and life was good. 
 
    I took a bath, my wives heading out to the hidden cave together and asking me to join them on the way out. After relaxing and calming my mind, I towelled off, dressed in a fresh set of clothes, and headed for the door. 
 
    Before opening it, I glanced over at the shelf above my bed, where two items resided. 
 
    The first was a tooth from the mother wolf that I had killed when I had first arrived in Agraria. I had few qualms about killing that damn thing, if any. 
 
    The second item was a mangled metallic contraption that would have looked bizarre to anybody else, but not me, because that fucking thing had almost killed me. 
 
    It was the Brutal Limb Breaker that Werger had tried to strangle me with back at his tribal land, right before I had stabbed in the neck using my hidden Dagger of Concealment. 
 
    I cared about him even less than the mother wolf, if that was possible. 
 
    Two souvenirs from two adventures. 
 
    I smiled and headed out the door, then made the rounds about my land. 
 
    ‘Good morning, Master Jack!’ Tormus called across to me, as he and his wife Eri tended to the personal plants that were potted around their home. ‘How are you on this fine morning?’ 
 
    ‘Pretty good,’ I replied. ‘And I told you, no more master stuff. You’re a little too happy for this time of morning, aren’t you? Been on the moonseed again?’ 
 
    ‘Not today,’ Eri replied, smiling up at me from where she was tending to a small patch of red flowers by their front door. ‘This is a-a-all him.’ 
 
    ‘How could I not be happy? I am going to be a father.’ 
 
    It was true – Eri had announced her pregnancy just a little while back and we had all toasted to it. 
 
    ‘The first member of our tribe who will be born on this land,’ I smiled. ‘That’s a special occasion, no doubt about it. Have a good day.’ 
 
    I bid them farewell and made my way around the lookout posts to check that all was well, finishing at Alorion’s post last, which looked out to the north. 
 
    I climbed up the wooden steps to the platform that had become his permanent home, having finally managed to steer him away from living in the reaches of a tree just beyond the borders of our land. 
 
    ‘Ahh, good morning, Jack!’ He said, looking up at me from the floor where he was reading a heavy open book next to a stack of several others. 
 
    ‘Morning, bud,’ I said, slumping down in a nearby chair. ‘What are you reading?’ 
 
    ‘The Tale of Rorad the Strong. Santana leant it to me, along with several others.’ 
 
    ‘How is it?’ 
 
    ‘I have never been one for false tales, but I must admit that it is rather entertaining.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know. Any trouble?’ 
 
    ‘Only the birds that keep excreting upon the roof and waking me up in the night, but I can cope with that.’ 
 
    ‘You used to live in a tree. I would’ve thought that would have been so much worse.’ 
 
    ‘It is the drumming sound that they make upon the roof that bothers me. Silence is always a gift.’ 
 
    ‘Well, if that’s the worst thing that you’ve got to worry about right now, then I think we’re doing pretty well.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. When are we heading out to reclaim this tribal land that you spoke of?’ 
 
    ‘First thing tomorrow morning. Take another day to relax, then it’s back to expanding our territory.’ 
 
    ‘Excellent. What are you going to do in the meantime?’ 
 
    ‘In the meantime?’ I repeated, standing and looking south-west beyond our land in the direction of the hidden cave. ‘I’ve got a few things that need attending to.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I arrived at the hidden cave just beyond our land a short time later. It was my home away from home, giving access to a stream that led up to the power well where I could recharge my power stones, and freshwater flowing with fish. 
 
    It also benefitted from the company of my four wives, who were lounging completely naked on the sandy embankment, the epitome of perfection and relaxation. 
 
    Usually the only thing that allowed me to get a decent night’s sleep in Agraria was a locked door and my broadsword lying in reach, but here in the hidden cave I could rest, naked and calm, with only my wives by my side. 
 
    A few minutes later, though, my thoughts moved back to tomorrow’s plan. 
 
    My mind had been buzzing over it ever since we had left; what spoils did Werger have in his quarters, hidden in locked chests? 
 
    When Lara and I had left we had had no time to check. Freeing the fox-people and bringing them back to my land was my main priority, and now the land was just sitting there, quiet, untouched, and ready for the taking. 
 
    In the meantime, though, I could afford myself a few spoils of war – namely one of the bottles of Old Molly that I hadn’t sold to Rook at Ichabod’s Cove, and a fishing rod that Elera had created from a piece of string and a long, thin tree-branch 
 
    Elera swam upstream, playing in the water, while I lounged naked on the bank, sipping the luxurious, fiery liquid from the bottle in the company of my other three wives, who were still completely naked as they relaxed on the sand. 
 
    ‘Fishing, drinking expensive whiskey and spending my time with four unbelievably hot women,’ I said out loud. ‘A lot of men on my world would kill to live like this.’ 
 
    ‘You do kill to live like this,’ Ariadne replied. ‘It is a right that is earned. If you didn’t kill, we would all be dead.’ 
 
    My foxgirl had a point. I had lost track of how many people and things I had killed since arriving in Agraria. 
 
    But it was all necessary. In this land, it was kill or be killed. 
 
    I looked down at my naked body. Potions of healing sped up the reparations of my wounds, but the scars remained. 
 
    A chunk of skin taken by a wolf’s gnashing maw. Two holes on my forearm where one of Werger’s grunts had fired an arrow at me. A slit near my shoulder blades where a bandit had literally stabbed me in the back. 
 
    I didn’t even both counting the seemingly perpetual bruises that scattered my body, especially those around my neck from where Mercer had almost strangled me to death. 
 
    I was no stranger to injuries, but Agraria was certainly trying to do a number on me. 
 
    ‘I can’t believe what they’ve done to you,’ Santana said, running her hands over the marks on my body before leaning over and kissing me. 
 
    ‘They’re the marks of a life well-lived,’ I smiled. ‘Besides, the whiskey helps with knocking back the pain from the new ones. Do you want to try some?’ 
 
    ‘I would not want to wash the taste of your lips from my mouth.’ 
 
    ‘That might be one of the sexiest things anybody’s ever said to me. What do you say?’ 
 
    ‘I thought that drink of yours was supposed to be incredibly rare.’ 
 
    ‘It is, but we’ve got three bottles of the stuff. Well, two and a half now, but still.’ 
 
    Santana looked around at my other wives for reassurance, then took the ornately crafted bottle from me. She held it up to the light that slipped through the vines hanging over the cave entrance and examined the liquid within for a moment, then raised the bottle to her lips and tipped it carefully until it reached her mouth. 
 
    A second after tasting it she pushed the bottle away, shivering as she swallowed the whiskey down. 
 
    ‘That is awful,’ she opined firmly. ‘I much preferred the strawberry schnapps that we drank at Grayholde. So much sweeter…’ 
 
    ‘More for me, then,’ Lara smiled, snatching up the bottle before I had a chance to take it myself and winking at me. 
 
    I would have fought back if it weren’t for the tugging sensation at my arm, which I looked down to see the source of. 
 
    There was a snagging on my fishing rod. My head snapped back to the water that fed out into splitting streams that exited the cave. A huge shape was upon it. 
 
    For the briefest of moments I actually convinced myself that I had caught some legendary catfish. I could already see myself walking through the front door of The Drunken Steed in Ichabod’s Cove, greeting the local fishermen getting drunk early in the morning, their heads all spinning my way. 
 
    Their mouths would collectively fall open, not at the sight of my beautiful wives at my side but at the gigantic catfish hanging from a fishing line, dripping freshwater all over the wood flooring at my feet. 
 
    That image was extinguished almost as soon as it appeared. No sooner had the pathetic fantasy come to mind did the tugging on the line stop, and Elera poked her head out above the surface. 
 
    Her eyes met mine, and I frowned. My other wives started laughing and Elera’s whole head appeared, stamped with a devilish grin. 
 
    ‘I am sorry, but the temptation was too much.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, yeah,’ I smiled. ‘Just means we’ll be having taurem steaks for dinner again tonight.’ 
 
    ‘Not exactly.’ 
 
    My nymph stood from the water. Hanging from her raised hand was an old piece of fishing wire. No less than half a dozen hefty salmon were swinging from it. 
 
    ‘How... How did you catch those?’ 
 
    ‘With my hands, obviously. You have seen how fast I can move in the water. I have spent my entire life exploring rivers.’ 
 
    ‘Is there really any point in me fishing at all?’ 
 
    ‘A... Fun hobby?’ Santana suggested. 
 
    She probably didn’t mean to sound so patronising, but that was how it felt - not that I could blame her. 
 
    ‘Good point,’ I replied. ‘I’ll leave fishing duties to you in the future, Elera.’ 
 
    My nymph somehow managed to stagger over while holding up the weight of the fish, her blue arms tensing as she lifted the wild salmon onto the embankment and set them down in the smooth black sand. 
 
    Taurem steak was tender and delicious, but my tribe had been living off it for weeks. No matter how tasty something was, too much of anything was never a good thing. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Nights spent in the land felt safer than ever. With the four lookout posts in place and all of them manned 24 hours a day, any attack from any direction would be seen coming. 
 
    Our numbers seemed small at first, but with the old members of Ariadne’s tribe joining we had just enough people to keep them occupied without individual citizens having to spend too long in place. 
 
    They were grateful, too - beyond grateful, even. I had to assure each of them more than a dozen times that carrying out their daily duties was more than enough to repay me for saving them. 
 
    It was our job to keep each other safe, otherwise we didn’t even come close to a community.  
 
    Hell, I had even taken a few regular shifts in the lookout posts myself over the past week. 
 
    In the time since I had slaughtered Werger’s tribe, the forest had once again fallen quiet, but I had no intention of taking any risks. 
 
    Slaughtered. That was the right word. I had cut every single one of the bastards down. The images of their screaming, choking or death-rattled faces had been seared into my mind in the days after. They had disturbed my sleep, the echoes in my mind waking me up before the touch of my wives calmed me again and sent me back to my slumber. 
 
    Just over a week had passed since then, and the nightmares had already stopped. 
 
    Now I looked back on those few minutes of unbridled brutality with a satisfied mind. 
 
    They had deserved it. Every single one of them. 
 
    And now I was going to take what was theirs for myself and my people. 
 
    My girls and I awoke the next day with an early start. With the fox-people, Cass and her brothers taking point on the lookout posts, and Tormus and Eri keeping an eye on the crops, the six of us – Alorion, my wives and myself - set off on horseback for the land of the Gaalus Tribe, with carts in tow. 
 
    Lara and I knew the way, heading to the flattened land that surrounded Grayholde and tracing the edge until we entered the forest once again. 
 
    ‘This tribe,’ Elera said during our journey, ‘were they truly as terrible as you claimed?’ 
 
    ‘Fucking awful,’ I said firmly. ‘They deserved everything they got. Apart from the wives, I guess, but they took off before I had a chance to even talk to them… Not that it was that surprising when I consider it from their perspective.’ 
 
    ‘This is all very new to me,’ Elera said. ‘But I find it incredibly interesting.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever run into tribes in your home by the river?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Members of tribes, occasionally. Many of the men belonged to tribes that were travelling to the Cove and then further along the river. They thought quite highly of themselves, and even more so when they stumbled upon us. We made them feel wanted for a time…’ 
 
    ‘Wanted?’ Lara asked. ‘I thought you said that you didn’t fuck them?’ 
 
    ‘We didn’t, but fucking is the most basic way to make a man feel wanted. There are other things that they cherish, even though they don’t know it or won’t admit to it.’ 
 
    Elera turned to Lara and raised a hand to her face, caressing it gently. 
 
    ‘The brush of a cheek,’ she started, ‘the biting of your lip… The touch against your thigh, just high enough to send a shiver through them and up between your legs…’ 
 
    She did that very motion to me, running her hand over my hip and clenching the spot just next to my groin gently. 
 
    Needless to say, it had the desired effect. 
 
    ‘Oh, my…’ Ariadne said jokingly, while Santana laughed in response. 
 
    ‘And then there are other things,’ Elera said, hopping down from my horse and walking in front of us. She retrieved her canteen of water from her inventory and poured a little into her hands, then caressed the skin over her neck. 
 
    It was like something out of a fragrance ad. She seemed to be moving in slow-motion. 
 
    The rest of my wives went quiet as we watched the look of pleasure on her face at her own touch. 
 
    She stopped in an instant, turning off her expression like a switch, then smiled between us all devilishly. 
 
    ‘The same works on women, who occasionally paid a visit to our home,’ Elera giggled. ‘It appears that it works on all of you, as well.’ 
 
    ‘The skills of a nymph,’ Lara chimed, shaking her head, her purple hair quivering atop her shoulders. 
 
    ‘The nymphs of my old home taught me everything I know. All credit goes to them. If you could see them in their glory you would be on your knees before them…’ 
 
    ‘That’s a pretty tall order,’ Ariadne said. ‘What do you think, husband?’ 
 
    ‘I think handling six women at once might be too much, even for me.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a challenge,’ Elera said. ‘Are you afraid?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not afraid at all, but I’ve only got two hands and one dick.’ 
 
    ‘One rather large dick,’ Lara said. ‘And I do not mind sharing, as long as I get a turn.’ 
 
    ‘I feel so objectified,’ I replied sarcastically. 
 
    ‘Don’t mind me,’ Alorion said sarcastically, sitting on the back of my horse as he tore up a leaf and throw scraps of it onto the trail behind us. ‘I cannot hear a thing…’ 
 
    From there it was a short ride through the trees until we saw the gap in the fence through which we had first entered. 
 
    Even though I was confident the place was now abandoned, the withered grass scattered atop the dried dirt in patches and the general sense of lifelessness set me on edge. 
 
    But I wanted to bring my wives - I wanted them to see the first piece of enemy land that we were going to claim. 
 
    Initial reviews weren’t exactly great, though. 
 
    ‘What a dire place,’ Santana said as we hopped off the horses and she hitched them up. ‘Did you burn it down after you killed them?’ 
 
    ‘It’s the mine,’ Lara said, nodding to the entrance at the opposite side of the perimeter. ‘Sucked all the life out of the land.’ 
 
    ‘Could it regrow if we close it up?’ 
 
    ‘In time,’ Ariadne said. ‘Taurem manure, bone meal... We could likely replenish it. It just depends how deep the previous tribe master delved into the earth.’ 
 
    ‘We can check that out in a little while,’ I said decidedly. ‘Right now we need to see what there is of value in this place. I’m pretty sure that the whole tribe is dead, but let’s stick together for safety. Keep your weapons at the ready.’ 
 
    While the girls retrieved their weapons, I rifled through my inventory and retrieved the flag that I had created in the Map room back at our land. 
 
    I paused as a thought came to mind. 
 
    ‘Alorion.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Weeks ago when we first met you told me that tribal lands reset after the master of the tribe died. Why isn’t that the case here?’ 
 
    ‘Only if a master dies of influences other than those caused by an enemy. If he chooses to kill himself or dies of old age then the land resets, but if the blade of an enemy were to sleigh him, the land remains in its present state. That is why tribal leaders take the land of others in the first place – if the land reset, there would be nothing to claim.’ 
 
    I crossed to the centre of the land and crouched down upon the dry, cracked dirt.  
 
    The girls crossed to me as I planted the flag sharply into the dirt, drove it into the ground, and tapped the claim land prompt. 
 
    A blue square, one yard on all sides, lit up beneath me. 
 
    Then, another option appeared beneath the square. 
 
    Grant claiming abilities to tribe members? 
 
    I tapped accept, and the prompts disappeared. 
 
    Elera was still watching everything with curiosity as I tapped at the thin air before me. 
 
    ‘What are you doing, Tall-man?’ She asked. ‘What has happened to the ground?’ 
 
    I looked over at my wives. The round beneath their feet had lit up with blue squares. 
 
    ‘You can see that too?’ 
 
    ‘I can,’ Santana said, and the girls agreed. 
 
    ‘We’re claiming the land,’ I replied, standing and taking a step to my left, another blue square lighting up beneath my feet. ‘I think that I just gave you all the ability to claim land at the same time as me too. We’re going to move in circles from the edge and close in on the centre until it’s all done. That way we can stick together while getting this done a lot faster.’ 
 
    Alorion kept watch while we began our task. 
 
    The whole process was methodical. Once the outer edge was completed, we moved in, walking side by side as the squares filled up much faster than they would have doing this on my own. 
 
    ‘Do you think there will ever be stories told about us?’ Santana said as we continued in a spiralling circular formation. 
 
    ‘Stories?’ Ariadne asked. ‘What kinds of stories?’ 
 
    ‘Like the legends of Agraria. Killing monsters, freeing slaves, building a civilisation… Future tribes may even look to us as heroes of the land.’ 
 
    ‘Of course,’ Lara said. ‘Do you think they’ll tell the story of how the brave and mighty Master Jack and his beautiful, deadly wives walked in circles lighting up imaginary squares to reclaim a damaged patch of land owned by an annoying little ass and his sick-minded tribe?’ 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I laughed, ‘This is just the beginning. Everybody has to start somewhere. If you had told me when I first arrived here that within a month I would have my own land, a crop rotation, livestock, a tribe of villagers and four wives as sexy as you girls I would have called you crazy. Now we’re taking over our third territory and looking to establish further settlements. Trust me, our operation is only going to grow from here.’ 
 
    ‘I have no doubts,’ Santana said. ‘Just keep repeating the part about how sexy we are, and I’m sure everything will turn out fine.’ 
 
    The rest of the girls laughed, and I could only smile and shake my head. 
 
    ‘Sassy, too,’ I said. ‘Did I mention that part?’ 
 
    ‘What is sassy?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘It’s like… An attitude.’ 
 
    ‘You do not like that?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I adore it. Don’t ever change.’ 
 
    I wasn’t even being sarcastic. I meant it. 
 
    In no time we arrived back at the flag, standing around it together. 
 
    ‘This is where things get risky,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ Asked Santana. 
 
    ‘You see, it’s strange,’ I said, running a hand through my hair. ‘When Lara and I cleared this place out- 
 
    ‘Really it was you who cleared it, Jack,’ she cut in, ‘I was asleep the entire time you were cutting through our enemies.’ 
 
    ‘True, but I’m talking about after that. We cleared the place, Werger’s slave-wives took off into the forest, and we freed the captives. That should have been that, but...’ I bit the inside of my mouth and looked around at the seemingly quiet land. ‘I still didn’t feel safe. I don’t feel safe now.’ 
 
    ‘But we’ve been over every inch of the place,’ Ariadne said. ‘Who else could be here?’ 
 
    ‘Werger’s imp is here somewhere. Considering how he treated anybody who he considered beneath him, I don’t doubt that his imp is probably camping out in the trees. But I’m more interested in rule number two of land claiming right now: all sentient beings on the land that is being claimed will be informed of the attempt. Which means...’ I tapped the flag and began the claiming process, watching the timer begin to tick down. ‘... Anyone hiding here has less than ten minutes to stop us from taking control over the land.’ 
 
    ‘The imp of the land must be loyal to the tribe master,’ Alorion commented. ‘If the imp is around here, they must submit.’ 
 
    ‘Ten minutes gives us plenty of time to start looting until we stumble onto anyone, be they imps or assholes,’ Lara said. ‘So let’s start.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you for making a distinction between those two entities,’ Alorion said. 
 
    We made our way around the two constructed houses first. The house above the basement where the slaves had been kept was empty save for a crate of cheap liquor, but that didn’t mean it was something that had to be left behind. 
 
    Anything of any use had to be kept and placed into storage. 
 
    We ferried the liquor over to the base of the tree and set the crate down just outside of its shade. 
 
    Next was the house by the tree which had belonged to Werger’s goons. I had ransacked the cupboards for food to feed the liberated slaves, but there was still a whole house to explore. 
 
    ‘When we create a new section of the tribe I don’t want to use these houses,’ I started. ‘We can take the furniture, the resources, anything of value that we find, but I’m deconstructing both this house and the other. I don’t want any record that Werger and his men were even alive, never mind here in the first place.’ 
 
    It was a stark justice that I was imposing, if it could even be called that, and I expected my wives to confront me with judgemental expressions, but there were none. 
 
    They all nodded in agreement, and so did Alorion. 
 
    The ground floor was still in a state of complete disarray. The fight with Clay, Jork and Tarek had left blood splattered on the wood panels and everything that wasn’t nailed down was strewn across the floor, broken and smashed. Faintly, the smell of something burning festered in the air. 
 
    I tried not to think about the fact that it belonged to Jork after I had used Arcane Blast to set him on fire. 
 
    ‘So,’ Lara said, ‘who wants to go into the bedrooms of the creepy guards first?’ 
 
    ‘They can’t have been that creepy,’ Santana said as we all looked up the stairs into the darkness of the upper floor. ‘The most we should prepare for is fluid-stained sheets, no?’ 
 
    Elera laughed highly. Maybe Lara, Ariadne and I would have shot her shocked looks for saying something so out of character, but Elera’s high-pitched laugh kept on going and I couldn’t bring myself to do it. 
 
    All I did was smile, but- 
 
    ‘You were going to give me another look then, weren’t you?’ Santana smiled at me. 
 
    ‘No, I just-’ 
 
    ‘Look, I know how messy men can be. I have been married to you for weeks now, after all.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again,’ Ariadne laughed. ‘It is a good thing that you have us around to clean up after you.’ 
 
    ‘Because I’m busy running the place, you know, as tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘Excuses, excuses…’ 
 
    The girls laughed, and nothing I could say would let me win the argument. 
 
    Only then did it hit me that I was dealing with four times the trouble that a regular man deals with in his life. I was outnumbered badly by my wives. 
 
    ‘Let’s just check this place out,’ I continued. ‘Lara, Santana, keep a lookout with Alorion. Elera, Ariadne, let’s go looting.’ 
 
    We headed up, weapons drawn, stopping before the dimly lit hallway that gave onto the bedrooms. 
 
    I ducked my head out and looked up and down the corridor. 
 
    ‘No sign of any traps,’ I muttered. ‘Although considering the speed that these guys came down the stairs I seriously doubt that they would have laid any traps. They’d have probably set them off themselves in th the process.’ 
 
    ‘They wouldn’t have,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘They would not need to. Do you not remember the bombs that were sold to us weeks ago, the ones that were set off by the bandits? They can only be activated by individuals who are not members of the tribe. Outsiders. The guards were tribal members, which would make them immune to setting off their own traps.’ 
 
    ‘What the hell would happen I be if I didn’t have you around?’ I asked Ariadne. 
 
    ‘Dead, probably.’ 
 
    ‘I could argue with that, but... Yeah, probably.’ 
 
    I couldn’t believe that I had forgotten something so basic about the way that traps worked. I had a lot on my mind and wanted to go easy on myself as a result, but there was no chance of that; stupid mistakes like that would get me killed. 
 
    Scanning the hallway further I found nothing that would pose a threat. 
 
    We crossed to the first of the three rooms and headed inside.  
 
    The stench of mead and smoke hit me immediately. Before me was a messy bed with the covers strewn about, and a box covered by unkempt clothes, as well as a few pieces of armor. 
 
    I checked the box first: 
 
    Leather rags x1 
 
    Peach x2 
 
    Rusted Blade x1 
 
    Rope x5 
 
    The chest at the end of the bed was the thing that caught my attention most. 
 
    After our escapades over the last few days I had no skeleton keys left, but skeleton keys were designed for making as little noise as possible. 
 
    Right now there was nobody around to stop me. 
 
    With a few strikes of my broadsword against the padlock it eventually snapped. 
 
    I cast it aside and searched within. 
 
    Emerald imbued axe x1 
 
    Moonseed x5 
 
    Smoking pipe x1 
 
    The smoking pipe I dumped, but the moonseed could be sold or used, and the emerald imbued axe could probably be sold for a decent price, too. 
 
    In the other two rooms we found more junk, although within the last I did stumble on a long-blade dagger and, for some reason, a vial of poison. 
 
    God knew what he was planning to do with that. 
 
    We left the guard house, meeting up with Lara, Santana and Alorion, and looked to Werger’s treehouse. 
 
    ‘The guardhouse may not have had any traps,’ Elera said. ‘But if that’s the boss’s domain I would bet my life that there will be something in there waiting to kill us.’ 
 
    ‘Bombs, animal traps, swinging contraptions...’ Ariadne said. ‘If this man was as self-obsessed as you claim then I have no doubt he will have filled his home with devices that would destroy it if an outsider attempted to get inside.’ 
 
    ‘We had such a system in the home of my sisters,’ Elera added. 
 
    ‘I thought you just enticed men into falling headfirst into water,’ I said. 
 
    ‘We did, but before our woodland hideaway was destroyed by the storm that created the Black Patch we had a wonderful little home to ourselves. The forests were beautiful but they were filled with over-confident sailors and pesky creatures that wished to intrude on our home. Our leader, Cari, devised a collapsing perimeter line that would skewer anything that tried to cross it. If that didn’t work there were several spiked logs that swung from the trees, impaling anything intelligent enough to get past.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus,’ I muttered. ‘Why aren’t you devising our perimeter defenses?’ 
 
    ‘I can, if you would like to put me to use.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll sleep on it. In the meantime we have to get inside this place.’ 
 
    ‘I have a sneaking feeling that the moment we open that door the same thing that happened to the bandits will happen to us,’ Ariadne said. 
 
    ‘Nothing happened when we traversed the land last time,’ Lara said. ‘But we never went up there.’ 
 
    We all looked back to the front door of the treehouse. It was standing just off its hinge. I hadn’t gone near it after slaughtering the tribe, so any mechanism that could blow us all to pieces had yet to be triggered. 
 
    ‘How am I supposed to do this?’ I said to myself quietly, staring up at it. It was just loud enough for the girls to hear. 
 
    ‘We could go in from above,’ Elera suggested. ‘I doubt he will have gone to the trouble of putting any traps up there.’ 
 
    I turned to look at Alorion. 
 
    ‘What?’ He asked, then his eyes went wide. ‘Oh, no, you are not expecting me to go up there, surely?’ 
 
    ‘It’ll take you seconds, and you can get a decent view inside.’ 
 
    ‘I have no desire to be blown up.’ 
 
    ‘You won’t be.’ 
 
    ‘Assuming that this other imp has not laid any traps up there.’ 
 
    ‘You’re an imp. Would you do that kind of thing?’ 
 
    ‘It I was asked to. Otherwise, no.’ 
 
    ‘This Werger guy was smart, but not smart enough to do something like that. Go check it out. If you see or hear anything, get out of there. I’m fine with blowing up the contents and resetting the land, but I’d never be okay with losing you.’ 
 
    ‘See, it is when you say things like that that I appreciate you as a master. I mean appreciate you as a Jack. I mean-’ 
 
    ‘I know what you mean, bud.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    He gave me a nod and made for the tree, clambering up the side of the trunk with the speed of a squirrel and disappearing among the low-hanging branches. 
 
    ‘Forget the five of us,’ Lara said. ‘If they ever do write stories about the Orakin Tribe it won’t be about the tribe master’s undying love for his wives, it will be about the forbidden love affair between a man and his imp.’ 
 
    ‘What?’ I said jokingly. ‘Alorion’s my right-hand man. He’s my best friend.’ 
 
    ‘None of us are your best friend?’ Ariadne said with wide eyes, the large, furred ears atop her head twitching. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, I’m not getting dragged into this,’ I said sternly. ‘That’s a loaded question. He’s my best male friend.’ 
 
    ‘So who’s your best female friend?’ 
 
    ‘I didn’t mean to say that.’ 
 
    ‘What did you mean to say?’ 
 
    ‘Oh my god,’ I groaned sarcastically. ‘I can’t win. Ever since I dropped that Master title you’ve been grilling me way more than usual.  
 
    ‘I don’t think that that is it,’ Santana said. ‘I think it is Elera’s behaviour rubbing off on us. Your new wife is quite the practical joker.’ 
 
    ‘I’m aware of her work.’ 
 
    ‘It is in my nature,’ my nymph-wife said. ‘I cannot help it. But what is this about Tall-man, I mean Jack, lying with an imp?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, god...’ 
 
    My three other wives laughed hysterically. 
 
    ‘What is so funny?’ Elera said, looking around obliviously. 
 
    ‘Only the greatest love story of all time,’ Ariadne laughed. 
 
    ‘I can see inside!’ 
 
    My wives calmed themselves as we all looked to the tree in reaction to Alorion’s call. 
 
    ‘What can you see?’ I shouted up. 
 
    ‘A rather large explosive wire by the door, I think. It is far too dark, but I can make it out.’ 
 
    ‘It needs disarming.’ 
 
    ‘Wait...’ 
 
    My imp went silent for a moment, then- ‘I can see something else... I’m not sure...’ 
 
    He trailed off. 
 
    ‘Alorion?’ I called up. ‘... You there?’ 
 
    Silence. 
 
    ‘What the hell happened to him?’ 
 
    I half-expected another joke from my wives, but their faces had fallen. They all knew Alorion at least a little, and he was always forthcoming and clear. 
 
    ‘Alorion?’ I hurried to the tree and looked up among the branches. ‘Where are you, man?’ 
 
    CREEAAAKKK. 
 
    The front door of the treehouse crept open. I jolted back and reached for my sword, not knowing whether to expect an explosion or an enemy. 
 
    Instead, Alorion appeared. 
 
    ‘What the fuck are you playing a-’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to finish my sentence he did something for the very first time; he gave me an order. 
 
    Clasping one of his small green fingers to his lips, he hissed out a ‘sshhh!’ his eyes were wide with emphasis. 
 
    He ushered me forward with a hand, nodding to the inside of the treehouse, then pointed to my feet. 
 
    I frowned and he pointed more aggressively at my feet, then his. 
 
    What the fuck are you saying? I mouthed. 
 
    Alorion rolled his eyes and scampered down the steps towards me. 
 
    ‘Take off your shoes and come with me. I have disarmed the bomb, but there is something moving beneath the floorboards of the treehouse.’ 
 
    I looked to the door, then over at the flag in the centre of the land. 
 
    Whoever was down there was moving, but they hadn’t mustered the balls to come out here yet. 
 
    They didn’t want to be found. 
 
    Lara and Ariadne were my most formidable fighters - I brought them with me while Elera and Santana kept watch. 
 
    Lara ditched her boots outside while Ariadne’s pawed feet remained bare as ever. 
 
    Alorion led us up the steps and into Werger’s hideaway. 
 
    The familiar smell of smoke and liquor drifted in the large room like a cloud of toxic dust. It was only broken by the thick scent of flowers and perfumes that had done a pretty bad job of making the place seem fancy.  
 
    But that was the theme of the place - faux-high society trying to look fancy but coming across as nothing but tacky.  
 
    Even though it possessed the same layout and size as my own home, it couldn’t have felt more different. In stark contrast to the simple contents of my own treehouse - the bed, the bathtub, the footlocker, and the shelf with the souvenirs of my conquests, Werger’s was an all-out demonstration of how rich can I possibly look? 
 
    Two large chests flanked a bed pushed against the wall opposite the door. It was covered in meticulously patterned, gold-flecked threads that looked as if they had taken years to compose. I could only imagine the spoils inside, but they were just the tip of the iceberg; there was a chest of drawers, a large closet, and other objects and decorations scattered around them on the ground and on shelves; ornaments, statues, jewellery, and the occasional weapon. 
 
    Most, if not all, of the profits that Werger had acquired from the work of the slaves had gone to himself. A true dictator in the making; invest in your people and let them grow or give them nothing and live a life of luxury.  
 
    ‘Holy shit...’ 
 
    Alorion spun around and shushed me again. He pointed at his large eyes, then to a spot in the corner. 
 
    There were various rugs covering the wooden panels on the ground, all bearing the same complex patterns that were upon the bedsheets. 
 
    There was one that stood out of place, though; a thicker, more battered rug with edges that were frayed and peeled, the threads separating and splitting from overuse. 
 
    When is a rug ever overused? 
 
    When it’s lifted and replaced. 
 
    I nodded to my wives. With scimitars and bow at the ready, Alorion took a step back while I made silently to the trapdoor. 
 
    I mentally begged each of my footsteps not to make a sound against the floorboards beneath the rugs. 
 
    Reaching the rug in question, I grabbed the edges and peeled it back, then set it aside. 
 
    Alorion was right. 
 
    The trapdoor wasn’t locked by anything, only to be opened by a single metal ring. 
 
    I listened for a few long moments. There was nothing until- 
 
    Bump. 
 
    That was a footstep. There was no other explanation for it. 
 
    I nodded to the girls again. They raised their weapons. 
 
    I placed one hand on the ring and the other on the handle of my blade. 
 
    Clunk. 
 
    I wrenched the handle up. 
 
    A second after it struck the wooden panels behind it, a huge arrow flew from the depths of the cellar and slammed into the wall, followed by two words uttered by a lone voice. 
 
    ‘FUCK. OFF.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Two 
 
      
 
    ‘I’m warning you! Get the fuck out of here!’ 
 
    The voice from within was gruff but high-pitched. I almost laughed at how ridiculous it sounded, and I might have if another arrow didn’t come flying out ten seconds after the first one. 
 
    It slammed hard into the treehouse wall, its end shuddering and vibrating. 
 
    ‘Time’s up,’ I called down. ‘I don’t know who you are, but I’m claiming this land. This would be better for everyone if you just gave yourself up quietly.’ 
 
    ‘Quietly? HA! You think I was born yesterday? The second I show my head you’ll cleave it off. I have enough bolts down here to last me until the end of time.’ 
 
    So this was a weapons store. God knew what else was down there - all I knew was that I wanted rid of this guy as fast as possible. I didn’t know whether that meant killing him or not, though I was starting to lean towards the former.  
 
    But how the hell was I supposed to do that without getting an arrow between the eyes? 
 
    ‘You’re right. Werger is dead, his men are dead, his wives have run off. You’re the only one left. Now get out here.’ 
 
    ‘Leave or I will blow this place to bits.’ 
 
    ‘Using what, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘All of the explosives that I have down here.’ 
 
    ‘And kill yourself in the process? I don’t think you’ve got the balls for it, whoever the fuck you are.’ 
 
    ‘I definitely do!’ 
 
    ‘I’ve had enough of this. Here are your options: come out quietly with your hands completely void of weapons, or set off one of these imaginary bombs of yours and blow yourself to pieces. Or you can take option number three: come out firing those arrows of yours and I’ll take your head off with one clean swipe, but I’d prefer not to have to clean your blood off the floorboards from this piece of property that I’ve recently acquired. So, what’s it gonna be?’ 
 
    Alorion pulled an impressed frown that said two words; not bad. I didn’t aim to please anybody, but I couldn’t help smiling. He always approved of me laying down the law as tribe master. 
 
    But it still wasn’t going to cut it. 
 
    ‘Then do it. I’d rather blow the wealth of this tribe to pieces than let it fall into the hands of an outsider who thinks he can pillage this place and take it over.’ 
 
    ‘I think you’d get along with this guy,’ I frowned at Alorion. 
 
    ‘Doubtful,’ Alorion muttered dryly. ‘Wealth and power I condone, but not slaves.’ 
 
    I sighed and looked back at the girls. 
 
    ‘We can take him,’ Ariadne whispered. ‘As long as we rush him, he won’t have time to blow himself up.’ 
 
    ‘But if he does he takes us all with him,’ I said. ‘It’s too much of a risk. Get back outside, just in case.’ 
 
    They girls did as I said, leaving me in the treehouse with Alorion. 
 
    I scanned the room, searching for a solution. Lara wouldn’t be able to line up a clear shot without running the risk of being directly in his line of fire. We had been in worse situations, but this was like turning her into target practice.  
 
    She was a fighter, but that wasn’t going to happen. 
 
    I couldn’t fire an Arcane Blast down there either - presuming he wasn’t bluffing about the bombs in his possession, a single spark from th purple flames it emanated could turn all of us and the land into a smouldering ruin. Telekinetic Blast could do the same thing if it struck something too hard, which, in a confined space, it most definitely would. 
 
    CLUNK. 
 
    Another arrow slammed into the wall. I kept a distance, glancing at the opening and then up to the wall where the arrows were striking. 
 
    There had to be a way to get down there without getting caught by an arrow. I could wait until he ran out of arrows, but that could be the end of time for all I knew. 
 
    Who knew that a lone wolf could be so much of a pain in the ass? 
 
    I scoured the room, searching for something that I could use. 
 
    Little did I realize that the answer resided in the arrows that had been fired at us. 
 
    They had been appearing regularly, even during our talks. 
 
    Every ten seconds. 
 
    I looked closer at the arrows, wondering where this strange pattern had emerged from. 
 
    But that was when I realized - these weren’t arrows. 
 
    They were bolts. 
 
    The guy down there had said it himself. 
 
    He was firing at us with a crossbow, not a bow, which meant he had to spend time reloading, and if he was doing that he wasn’t prepping a bomb to go off. 
 
    He was right at the bottom of the stairs; that was the only explanation seeing as he was firing these things at such an angle 
 
    ‘What are you doing?’ Alorion said. ‘Please tell me you’re not backtracking, Jack.’ 
 
    I rushed to the door of the treehouse where my wives were grouped. 
 
    ‘Keep your weapons at the ready,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Why?’ Lara asked slowly. 
 
    ‘Because you might need to kill him yourselves if I don’t take him down.’ 
 
    ‘... what are you going to do?’ 
 
    ‘Rush him.’ 
 
    ‘He’ll kill you!’ 
 
    ‘No, he won’t. He needs to reload his crossbow. If I can get down there in ten seconds and find him, then I can take him out.’ 
 
    I didn’t want to start swinging, though. If I could keep this guy alive he could be valuable - he would fill me in on anything I didn’t know about the land, assuming his loyalty to his dead tribe master was just an act. 
 
    I positioned myself to the left of the entrance to the cellar. Another bolt slammed into the wall to my right, and I began counting down from ten. The seconds dragged until the last three raced by. 
 
    Three. 
 
    Two. 
 
    One. 
 
    Twang. 
 
    Right on time. 
 
    With my sword in hand I leaped into the darkness. 
 
    I landed halfway down the steps, slamming onto a wooden panel. 
 
    Immediately I sprinted down into the basement. 
 
    My sword drove forward for a fraction of a second the way Ariadne had taught me, but no sooner had I started did I find myself grinding to a halt. 
 
    At the foot of the steps was a goblin. He stood no more than four feet tall, and the moment he looked up from reloading his squat, chunky crossbow his eyes went wide with terror. 
 
    ‘Eerrrhhhh!’ 
 
    His scream was almost hilarious, but my heart was racing too fast to laugh. 
 
    He attempted to raise the crossbow. It didn’t even have a bolt loaded, but for good measure I swept it out of his hands with my sword, dragged my blade swiftly to my side with one hand, and used my free hand to strike him straight in the chest.  
 
    The goblin flailed back and landed on his ass, knocking the wind out of him. 
 
    The cellar was large and shrouded in darkness. Outlines of chests and glimmering objects were sat back in the shadows, and as much as I wanted to delve into the contents, I was too busy grabbing the goblin by the collar of his shirt and dragging him back upstairs. 
 
    I clambered into the treehouse with the goblin in tow, pulled him through the front door and onto the land, and finally threw my assailant down on the dirt ground. 
 
    In seconds my wives were helping me to tie him up. An interrogation was a team effort after all. 
 
    His ankles and wrists bound, I sat him up against the base of the tree and stood, examining him. 
 
    The only goblin I had had a real conversation with during my time in Agraria was Cobb, the flogger of junk and wears at the northern trading post who had been eaten by the mother wolf, the first beast in this land that I had slain. Before he had been eaten, Cobb was a toughened boss with a huge scar running through one of his eyes, running his business with the help of cut-throat guards 
 
    This guy, on the other hand, couldn’t have been more different. He was weak and his eyes were filled with a mix of fear and almost regret. 
 
    He was wearing black pants, leather shoes, an overshirt and a waistcoat, as well as a pair of half-moon eyeglasses perched on his long, pointed nose. All were tattered and riddled with dust and dirt. 
 
    ‘Well, that was fun,’ I panted, crossing my arms and looking down at him. ‘Start talking.’ 
 
    The goblin took a long pause, then- 
 
    ‘What about?’ 
 
    ‘How about your name for a start?’ 
 
    ‘Morok.’ 
 
    ‘Morok wh-’ 
 
    ‘Morok Smandleboard.’ 
 
    ‘Right, uhh…’ I said, not expecting him to give up his name so fast considering the fight that he had put up. ‘Who are you? What the hell were you doing down there?’ 
 
    ‘Hiding. What else would I have been doing?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, robbing the place? There are a few items of value on this land.’ 
 
    ‘Ha! Dare to be a thief in this place? My master was not the forgiving kind.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again…’ 
 
    I frowned in confusion. A second ago this goblin had been ready to go down with the ship, and now he was spilling the beans like there was no tomorrow. 
 
    ‘If there really are traps down there to kill intruders then you must have had prior knowledge about them. And that means you’re a member of this tribe.’ 
 
    Morok gulped and coughed, glaring up at me with resentful but fearful eyes. 
 
    ‘Yes, I am. And there are no traps down there. I was lying.’ 
 
    ‘Why would you be hiding in a basement beneath your master’s treehouse?’ 
 
    ‘I was hiding when you arrived upon this land and killed my master and his guards. Hiding is what I have been doing ever since. But before all of that, I would not call it hiding in the strictest sense. That basement is my home.’ 
 
    This was getting weirder and weirder. 
 
    Finally I conceded to the bizarreness of the situation and lowered my sword, pushing the end into the ground and leaning against the handle. 
 
    ‘Why in God’s name would you live underneath your master’s home?’ 
 
    ‘It was not my choice. He assigned the home to me.’ 
 
    ‘Okay, I’ll rephrase; why would Werger choose to have you live down there? He lies with his wives upstairs and he’s just totally comfortable with the idea that you’re down there listening to him… Go about his business?’ 
 
    ‘It was rather uncomfortable, I will admit, but the thought of his wealth gave him a lot more, err… Satisfaction, simply knowing that it was safe. I am his… Well, was his bookkeeper.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, gods…’ Ariadne said. ‘You mean to tell me that he was attracted to the thought of his wealth while fucking his wives? Now I see why you killed him, Jack…’ 
 
    ‘Is anybody else imagining a naked man lying facedown on a pile of gold, just… Jerking his hips every now and again?’ Lara said unashamedly. 
 
    ‘I was thinking more of a tiny phallus and a ring,’ Elera said, forming a circle with her thumb and index finger and jamming her other index finger through the gap. Everyone looked over at her. ‘I’m sorry, have I said something?’ 
 
    ‘Probably the most accurate thing anyone could have said,’ Lara said wryly. 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea,’ Santana said. We pulled away from him for a moment and regrouped. ‘Let’s toy with him.’ 
 
    ‘Toy with him?’ I replied. ‘Like good-cop bad-cop?’ 
 
    ‘Like what?’ 
 
    ‘One of us pretends to be good, one pretends to be bad, and we bring him around to say anything he still might not be saying.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly.’ 
 
    Santana had already proved her abilities as a negotiator when I had first made the deal with Cass to raid the house in Grayholde in exchange for a home at the tribe. She had grown up making deals at posts alongside Jeremiah’s side. 
 
    Not that I exactly needed any help right now considering how easily Morok was willing to tell me everything, but it was useful having somebody by my side during an interrogation. 
 
    I just didn’t realize that I would be playing the good-cop. 
 
    ‘So what’s down there?’ I continued. ‘It has to be important to keep it that hidden?’ 
 
    Morok took a long, deep breath and looked between me and Santana. For the first time he was hesitating. 
 
    Problem was, he had already shown himself to be terrified of us, and we had all picked up on it. 
 
    ‘You know,’ Santana started, reaching over her shoulder and retrieving her weapon. ‘I’ve got a crossbow, too. I’ve been practicing since I was young. And…’ She raised the crossbow, loaded one of her iron bolts into it, and raised it in the goblin’s direction. ‘I am quite a good shot with it.’ 
 
    Her finger wrapped around the trigger. Morok squealed like a pig, and a second later the bolt released. 
 
    It slammed into the base of the tree, just half a foot from Morok’s head. 
 
    I didn’t know whether to be turned-on or terrified. 
 
    ‘All right!’ The goblin screeched. ‘All right… Master Werger kept his mined ores stored down there…’ 
 
    Excitement grew within me at the prospect of recovering it all. Werger was a hoarder of resources, that much I knew, and the kinds of ores hidden in the basement could mean rapid expansion for my tribe. 
 
    But there was one problem on my mind. 
 
    I shot Santana and look and nodded. 
 
    ‘There’s something else,’ I continued. ‘When I was here, when I killed your master and all of his guards, he mentioned that he was making a deal that would make his tribe even wealthier. What was that about? Who was he dealing with?’ 
 
    Morok paused again, looking fearfully at Santana, who was casually loading another bolt. 
 
    ‘Look,’ he finally said. ‘If I tell you will you unbind me?’ 
 
    ‘Probably wouldn’t do you any harm.’ 
 
    I smiled at him and looked over at Santana, the bad-cop. 
 
    ‘Fine…’ 
 
    I removed Morok’s binds. The moment I pulled the ropes away, all four of my wives pointed their weapons at him – crossbow, bow and arrow, twin-scimitars and an open hand, the last of which belonged to Elera, who was more than willing to launch a plume of icy frost at my command. 
 
    Morok already seemed more terrified of Santana than myself, so I took her with me back into the treehouse. 
 
    The goblin led us into the basement. We stopped at the bottom of the stairs. 
 
    ‘You may wish to light a torch,’ Morok said. ‘The only natural source of light down here is that which flows through this entrance.’ 
 
    ‘Makes sense,’ I remarked. ‘If Werger was as careful about hiding his wealth as you said then it stands to reason that he would keep it hidden from any prying eyes, right?’ 
 
    ‘Not only that. He did not wish for it to be seen by the light of day. He wanted it to belong all to himself.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus, what a complex.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    I produced a torch and ignited it. 
 
    Now illuminated, I saw that the interior of the basement was slightly larger than the treehouse floor space above us. The walls and ground were composed of wooden panels, while several beams stemmed from floor to ceiling, supporting the weight of Werger’s home above. A series of three chests lined the walls, some of which were surrounded by blue gemstones that shimmered enticingly as the flame of my torch cast over them. 
 
    The chests were all squat and heavy; their redwood panels were lined with metallic edges, their frames bolted into the inner structure. 
 
    On the latch of each sat a confident, bulky lock. 
 
    I crossed to one of the blue gemstones and picked it up. My knowledge of geology and jewel-crafting wasn’t exactly top-tier, but the unprocessed ores still excited me. 
 
    I picked up one of the gemstones and dropped it into my inventory, examining the name. 
 
    Bluestone x1 
 
    ‘What is this stuff?’ I said, turning to Morok. 
 
    ‘Bluestone? Not nearly as valuable as sapphire, despite the colour. It is, however, highly sought after for its sculpting properties. Many tribe sculptors seek to construct statues from it. After being processed it works rather well.’ 
 
    ‘And this is what your old master was stockpiling?’ 
 
    ‘See for yourself.’ 
 
    Morok reached to his neck and rifled beneath the collar of his shirt, his slightly clawed fingers feeling for something. Santana and I instinctively reached for our weapons, but a moment later he produced a large, sturdy key and crossed to the nearest chest. 
 
    We exchanged a look and relaxed our grips. 
 
    Morok unlocked the chest and sank his tough, sharpened nails into the base of the lid. He strained and heaved to open it up, grunting so much that I was about to step in to give him a hand. 
 
    Finally he gained the advantage and tipped it back, exposing the contents within. 
 
    ‘Apologies,’ he panted, ‘my strength is not what it used to be.’ 
 
    Morok stepped back and held out a hand, beckoning me forwards. I glanced at Santana, who nodded at me reassuringly as she kept a tight grip on her crossbow. 
 
    Holding my torch before me, I stepped forward and examined the contents. It was filled with the very same bluestone that was lying on the ground around the chests, but as with every inventory item, I knew that wasn’t the full story. This was just a small representation of the true contents. 
 
    I tapped the wooden exterior, and the inventory screen appeared. 
 
    There were 50 slots in the chest, enough to match my own inventory space, and all of them were filled with stacks of the same thing. 
 
    Bluestone x5 
 
    ‘Holy shit…’ I muttered, turning to look at Morok. ‘And you say this stuff is valuable? How much is it worth?’ 
 
    ‘That is where things become much more interesting,’ the goblin replied. ‘It is not the question of what it is worth, but who desires it. There are amateur crafters in Agraria who create small sculptures out of single bars, but this, as you can probably gather, is not intended for such individuals. Pockets are very difficult to find, and when they are found by enterprising individuals they are exploited for all they are worth.’ 
 
    ‘You seem to know a lot about this. You weren’t just down there to guard this stuff, were you?’ I asked suspiciously 
 
    ‘That is why Werger hired me in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘So you really were Werger’s accountant?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘As I said, I prefer bookkeeper, but if that is what you would like to call it, then yes. 
 
    ‘Where’s your tribe?’ Santana asked. 
 
    ‘I was a part of one several years ago, but such a life does not appeal to me anymore. I can put my talents to much… Better use.’ 
 
    ‘So here’s the million-dollar question,’ I said. ‘Werger said that he was going to make a deal to take his tribe to the next level, which I assume means making himself very rich. I’m guessing that selling this bluestone to a willing buyer was the source of the coin he wanted to acquire. So, tell me; who was he going to sell it to?’ 
 
    Morok’s sharpened teeth were exposed at the edge of his mouth as he grinned knowingly. 
 
    ‘Now you are asking the correct questions,’ he smiled. 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later we were back outside in the dried dirt that surrounded the tree at the centre of the Gaalus Tribe’s old land. Alorion, my wives and I were all stood around Morok as he flicked through a ledger that he had retrieved from his inventory. 
 
    It was strange how agreeable he had become. He had gone from false bravery to cowardice to totally obliging. 
 
    But when I thought about it, the explanation was simple. He was terrified of us. His only lifeline had been lost. 
 
    That would make anybody agreeable. 
 
    ‘Upcoming transactions… Here we are.’ He looked around at the six of us as we waited expectantly. ‘Could I perhaps borrow someone’s canteen?’ 
 
    Lara pulled her own out and threw it to the goblin. He panicked to catch it, fumbling messily before it fell to the ground. 
 
    He shot Lara an embarrassed smile then kneeled to the ground, picked up the canteen and spread a few splashes of water upon the dirt. 
 
    He then searched around himself, finding a stick that he picked up by the end and then shook out, before directing its tip to the wet dirt. 
 
    ‘This is us, the Gaalus Tribe-’ 
 
    ‘The Orakin Tribe now,’ I cut in. ‘I’ve just claimed this land, remember?’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, yes, indeed…’ he continued, making a small cross in the wet dirt. ‘And here is the land of the tribe in question.’ Another cross, around a foot away. ‘They are many miles west of Grayholde. From what I can gather my old master met them in some fashion, then struck a deal with them for the bluestone beneath his land.’ 
 
    ‘How much is he trading it all for?’ 
 
    Morok checked his ledger, running a sharpened talon of a nail down the pulpy, rough-edged parchment before striking his finger against the bottom of the page. 
 
    ’18,000GP. Well, 18,493 if you wish to be precise, but all the same…’ 
 
    Morok fished about in his pocket and retrieved a small piece of torn parchment, then handed it to me. 
 
    18,493GP – 762 units of bluestone 
 
    I tried to hold my face, aiming to just move my eyes around in my head like a chameleon as I glanced over at Alorion and my wives. They all looked like they were trying to do the same, apart from Elera, who just seemed happy to be there. 
 
    ‘That’s… Interesting,’ I said flatly. ‘When were they scheduled to make the trade?’ 
 
    ‘Four days from now at the peak of the sun, presuming my count of time while hidden in that basement was correct. They intended to meet here.’ Morok returned to his mud-drawing and drew a third cross, slightly off-centre between the two symbolic locations. ‘There is a clearing in the forest west of here, just beyond Grayholde. That is what my old master told me, anyway.’ 
 
    ‘Werger didn’t take you there with him?’ 
 
    ‘I never went with Master Werger, I mean Werger, during his dealings, so I have no idea as to their nature.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ 
 
    That immediately set off alarm bells. So far I had only run into citizens of the land who were friendly – apart from Werger and his tribe – but I couldn’t help but recall what he had told me right before he had tried to kill me and I had driven my hidden blade into his neck 
 
    ‘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’ll end up in a cage just like all those idiots back at your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘So…’ I finished. ‘I think that’s everything I need to know.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad I could be of service,’ Morok smiled. 
 
    ‘I appreciate it. Which begs the question… What do we do with you, now that I have everything I need from you?’ 
 
    Morok’s smile dropped like a rock as he looked up at the five of us. Hell, call it six – even Alorion looked like he was towering over him. 
 
    It was an asshole-move to gang up on him like this, especially considering how weak the goblin was, but the guy had greeted me by firing a crossbow bolt at my head, so I felt that a little intimidation was in order. 
 
    But I wasn’t just doing it for the sake of it – I had a plan. 
 
    ‘You, uhh…’ Morok stammered. ‘What you should do with me?’ 
 
    ‘Well, yes,’ Santana said, shooting me a wink, and returning to Morok as he looked to her from the ground. ‘We have all the information we need. What else do we need you for, really?’ 
 
    ‘Well, you see…’ Morok stuttered. ‘You… You do need me.’ 
 
    ‘What for?’ 
 
    Morok glanced around at us all before settling on me. 
 
    ‘You! You need me. You are a tribe master, yes? I can handle your accounts and your inventory. Everything that you hold dear!’ 
 
    ‘You’re saying that you want access to all of the gold and valuable possessions I have when we only just met? And after you tried to kill me and my wives?’ 
 
    Morok gulped. 
 
    ‘I can understand why you would not trust me, but I am a loyal assistant. I will do my utmost to help you.’ 
 
    I looked around at my wives. 
 
    ‘I’ll think about it. But until then-’ I dropped to kneel before Morok, grabbing him by the collar of his dirty undershirt. ‘-If you put one toe out of line, I’ll see to it that my taurems have an extra meal to feast on… It’s you, by the way, if you hadn’t gathered that. Do you understand?’ 
 
    The goblin nodded nervously. 
 
    ‘Good. Now get out of my sight while I talk to my companions.’ 
 
    He pulled from my grasp and scurried away to the other side of the tree 
 
    ‘So, 18,000GP is on the table,’ I began. ‘This is a deal that we can’t afford to miss out on.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Alorion agreed. ‘It does present a number of problems, though, the main one being trust.’ 
 
    ‘You mean trusting Morok? He might be devious, but he’s damn terrified. His first priority is staying alive, and we can offer that.’ 
 
    ‘All the more reason to assume that he has no loyalty,’ Ariadne interjected. ‘The only reason he offered his services was to stay alive. If a better deal came along I have no doubt he would switch sides.’ 
 
    ‘I could not agree more,’ Alorion added. ‘But that is not the trust that I speak of. If this Werger-monstrosity was in the process of selling his bluestone to this tribe in the west, then as the goblin said they would have met at some point, perhaps on several occasions. My concern is what happens when we show up with the goods for trading and the leader of this tribe finds that you are not, in fact, the man who he made the original dealing with.’ 
 
    I thought for a moment. 
 
    ‘Shit…’ I muttered. ‘That’s a damn good point.’ 
 
    ‘Are we to assume that this other tribe will really care about our identities?’ Elera said. ‘I mean, I am no expert on tribal customs considering that I have never belonged to one, but what would it matter to this tribe master who is providing him with the goods? Surely he will just be happy to pay for this bluestone that he desires and to say farewell?’ 
 
    ‘That depends,’ Ariadne said. ‘Some tribes do not care about the occurrence of one tribe overrunning another. It is the way of life in many parts of the land. Others have a greater sense of loyalty. They may not be so forgiving about such an act.’ 
 
    ‘So we have no idea whether or not this tribe will do the deal and walk away,’ Lara said, ‘or if they will murder us all and then take all of our possessions.’ 
 
    ‘I hope it is not too bold of me to say,’ Alorion added. ‘But might it not be more beneficial for us to just take what we can and forget about this whole deal? We could even leave the bluestone at the meeting point so that they don’t come looking for it.’ 
 
    ‘But it’s 18,000GP,’ I said. ‘That’s enough to turn us into a powerhouse, to buy everybody in the entire tribe supplies and clothes, to fortify our borders with explosives and weapons, new livestock, horses, even furniture for our homes… I’m starting to see why Werger was so excited about this deal.’ 
 
    ‘Are we considering doing this?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Of course we are. It’s just going to take a lot of preparation. I’m not having us walking into a trap. But before we do that let’s ransack this place.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Three 
 
      
 
    During most of my travels around Agraria I only brought one or two of my wives with me – it afforded us the opportunity to move fast through the wilds to get to wherever we needed. 
 
    The only downside to that approach was the lack of inventory space. Agraria’s digital interface afforded me 50 slots in which to store and stack certain objects that I needed to bring with me. It was handy when I stumbled on something rare or useful, or when I was trading, but it wasn’t ideal for when I stumbled across a haul of treasure. 
 
    But on this occasion, I had five of my companions at my side, allowing us 300 spaces in total, as well as the carts pulled by the horses. 
 
    But considering the likes of which was stored at the old land of the Gaalus Tribe, I wondered whether we would still truly have enough space. 
 
    After removing the flag from the centre of the land we got to work on stripping the place down to its bare bones. I had always heard it said that the winners of history were the ones who wrote the history books, and in ransacking the land I felt like we really were overwriting any evidence that another tribe had been here to begin with. 
 
    But the more I thought about it, the more I realized that it wasn’t a bad thing. 
 
    He was a slaver, and he would have done worse to us had things been the other way around; he wouldn’t have just wiped any evidence of my tribe from existence. 
 
    He would have put our heads on spikes as a warning to any outsiders. 
 
    With my ownership over the land set in stone and the area claimed under the name of my tribe, I was granted editing rights to the area. 
 
    I started with the perimeter fence. There was no time to start completing the unfinished project yet, but around 70% of it was already completed, which took a load off my mind. In the meantime I headed to the land’s Building Totem and selected the deconstruct option, removing any sections of the fence that had become dilapidated or had started to collapse. 
 
    It appeared that the old tribe master had spent more time worrying about harvesting the ores of the earth than worrying about the safety of his so-called citizens, hence the delayed progress in construction of the defenses. 
 
    After the fence was tidied up, a small stack of deconstructed wood sitting in my inventory as a result, I moved to the two houses that stood separate from the treehouse on the land. 
 
    The first was the house that had stood above the basement where the fox-people had been held captive. With the deconstruct option open I stood by its side and shot Alorion a look. He shrugged at me, and I tapped the building. 
 
    Deconstruct Large Stone House? 
 
    Deposits: Wood x150 
 
    I hadn’t deconstructed anything this large before, and when I hit accept, a riotous shaking suddenly began. 
 
    Dust and dirt exploded out from the base of the house in obscuring clouds. Alorion and I backed away sharply and watched in awe as the wood panels that formed the house enveloped in on themselves like a scrap of parchment being endlessly folded. 
 
    The whole process took seconds, but the rumbling that it sent through the ground was a small price to pay for the time and effort it would take to do it by hand. 
 
    There was a chance that the vibrations through the earth would bring any nearby forest predators, but after killing a gigantic wolf not too long ago, the thought of anything smaller seemed like nothing in comparison. 
 
    The house finally condensed into a single wood panel that flew towards me. I would have jumped out of its way if I had time, but it flew so fast that if I blinked I would have missed it. 
 
    It disappeared as the end hit me. 
 
    I checked my inventory and saw the stacks of wood panels. 
 
    ‘Well, that was easy,’ I commented. 
 
    ‘Indeed,’ Alorion replied, then nodded down at the ground. ‘Now we just have to deal with that.’ 
 
    I looked to the ground where the house had been standing seconds ago and saw the large, exposed, empty hole that had once acted as the cellar. 
 
    ‘Looks like they built it by hand rather than using the system interface. I’ve never seen building basements or cellars as an option before. That probably goes for the one beneath the treehouse, too. We’ll be able to fill them in with dirt from the forest soon.’ 
 
    We headed to the guardhouse and went through the same motions. The girls were busy removing the last things of value from the structure, and were stacking them outside for us to survey. 
 
    ‘Three beds,’ Ariadne began as we met them, ‘some supplies of food, and the weapons and gold from the chests.’ 
 
    ‘I found something rather peculiar in a box beneath one of the beds, too,’ Elera said, retrieving a small pocket-satchel from her inventory and handing it to me. 
 
    I opened the satchel and eyed the contents then, unable to see, tipped a little into my hand. 
 
    A small quantity of red dust fell into my palm. 
 
    ‘That would be moonrise,’ Lara said instantly, nodding at it. ‘It’s the drug that Werger’s so-called wives were using, the one he had them hooked on.’ 
 
    ‘Mm…’ I said absently, examining the dust. Many of my tribespeople had used moonseed back at our land – Tormus and Eri were experts at growing it and we had spent several nights under its spell, waking up rested and with clear heads the next morning. 
 
    Moonrise, on the other hand, was a combination of moonseed and ashgraze. It was highly addictive and highly destructive, and it had caused Werger’s wives to become dependents who passed themselves around their master and his guards in exchange for another hit. 
 
    I had no doubt that it would bring in a much better price than the moonseed on Agraria’s market, but I had seen what it could do, and I had no desire to spread that kind of pain into the world. 
 
    ‘Tell me if you find any more of this stuff,’ I said to everyone. ‘We’ll keep it in storage back at the land.’ 
 
    ‘You think that we should sell it?’ Artrix said. ‘It would fetch a reasonable price, better than moonseed alone…’ 
 
    ‘God, no. Moonseed I’m fine with selling, but this stuff is too harmful. That said, we don’t know when things will come in handy. Everything has a use.’ 
 
    I deposited the moonrise into my inventory, where it amounted to two units.  
 
    I looked over the further contents of what we had taken from the guardhouse and helped remove anything else that wasn’t a part of the actual building. 
 
    We separated everything into two piles – those we were keeping and those we would destroy. Weapons, potions and valuables were distributed into the keep pile, while beds, clothes and shoddy pieces of armor were dropped into the destroy pile. 
 
    That said, destroy might have been the wrong word – deconstruct was more appropriate, if it was possible to do such a thing. 
 
    There was no sense in just dumping them in the forest. We could make something of use from them. 
 
    Once we had removed everything, I deconstructed the house in the same fashion as the first, adding more stacks of wood to my inventory in the process before piling them into the carts. 
 
    Then came Werger’s own quarters. 
 
    A thorough check in the basement presented nothing beyond the chests overflowing with bluestone that Morok had already unlocked for us, as well as a few additional precious ores that must have been found in the process. 
 
    I elected to leave them down there for the time being; if we really were committed to salvaging the deal of a dead man, there would be no point in bringing it all back to my land. The meeting point was much closer to this land than my main section of tribal land, and ferrying it back and forth only made more work for us. 
 
    Besides, we had enough to shift. 
 
    I withdrew the precious metals from the chest and deposited them in the carts 
 
    Lara and Santana kept watch outside while Alorion kept two eyes on Morok. Ariadne, Elera and I returned to the treehouse once more and began rifling through everything. 
 
    Clothes were the first things to go. Werger had more outfits than I could count, as well as several sets of steel armor, not that he exactly did much fighting. 
 
    And then, there was: 
 
    ‘Please do not tell me you expect us to wear such things in the future, Tall-man?’ 
 
    I glanced over at Elera, who was removing piles of wears from the closet. She produced a kinky red-laced nightgown and held it up to herself. 
 
    ‘That looks very expensive,’ Ariadne purred, her fox-ears twitching. ‘Lace is so difficult to make. But I expect that none of us have the desire to wear his wives hand-me-downs.’ 
 
    ‘You can wear whatever you want,’ I replied to Elera. ‘And nothing does not count as whatever you want, unless we’re in my quarters back at the land.’ 
 
    ‘I can live with that.’ 
 
    ‘Is there anything else in there?’ 
 
    ‘Just clothes.’ 
 
    ‘Well, keep looking. His gold stash has to be around here somewhere.’ 
 
    I was still yet to come across it. Werger’s body was lying in a shallow grave just beyond the border of the land. I had checked him just as I had left a week back, but my search had yielded nothing but the Brutal Limb Breaker, the crushed remains of which were now sitting on the shelf above my bed, and the clothes on his back. 
 
    That was a part of Agraria’s system that made things tough; you could never know what a person was hiding in their inventory. If they were dead you could rifle all you wanted, but the only way to know what a living being had in their inventory was for them to hand it over to you physically or through a trading window. 
 
    Or, you know, you could drive a sword into their back, wait for them to die and then take what they had. 
 
    A dead man’s inventory was everybody’s business. 
 
    Werger could have given it to Morok for safekeeping, if he trusted him that much, which I seriously doubted. But if he didn’t have it, where the hell was it? 
 
    I still had two chests in the room to check, of course. 
 
    The heavy padlocks that guarded their innards were stronger than any I had ever seen, and with no skeleton keys left and no sign of the actual key, brute force was the only option. 
 
    I called up Lara, and together we carried both of them outside and into the clearing beneath the tree. 
 
    I drew my broadsword and aimed my swing like a pro-golfer, then drew back and struck. 
 
    CLUNK. 
 
    It rattled in the latch but remained firmly in place. 
 
    It took another eight well-calculated strikes before it finally bust free. I laid my sword down and ripped it away, then flipped the lid open. 
 
    1793GP 
 
    1x Cut Ruby 
 
    4x Uncut Sapphire 
 
    ‘There’s the gold…’ I muttered. ‘I just thought it would be more than that for a guy like this…’ 
 
    I broke the padlock on the other using the same brute-force method. 
 
    2x Gold bar 
 
    3x Poor Emerald 
 
    1x Cut Sapphire 
 
    10x Silver Bar 
 
    ‘That looks like the rest of it,’ I smiled, smiling up at Santana and Lara. ‘This was beyond worth it. We’re going to be living the life soon enough.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With the cart’s inventory filled and our own splitting at the seams, we prepared to return to my land. 
 
    But there was one more thing I had to deal with; Morok. 
 
    I found him on the other side of the tree where I had left him. 
 
    ‘Listen,’ I started, looking down on him. ‘Here’s my predicament. I’m not a slave-driver, so there’s no way that I’d tie you up and throw you into a pit and force you to work. But I trust you about as far as I can throw you, which might be pretty far, but all the same, I can’t just set you free. You know where my land is, and that means you could bring people back here.’ 
 
    ‘I would never!’ 
 
    ‘Says the guy who greeted me by firing a crossbow my way.’ 
 
    Morok went to speak, but paused. I raised a sceptical eyebrow, and all he could do in response was sigh. 
 
    ‘My point exactly,’ I continued. ‘So, while I’m not a slave-driver, I am going to need to take precautions to look after myself and my tribe.’ 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and removed a length of rope from it. 
 
    The moment Morok saw it his eyes went wide. 
 
    ‘Oh, no, no, not again…’ 
 
    It took more than a little fighting and scrambling, but in the end the goblin’s wrists and ankles were once again bound. 
 
    I slung him over my shoulder and dropped him carefully into the back of the cart alongside the rest of the haul that we had acquired. 
 
    ‘So we’re bringing him with us?’ Ariadne asked, folding her arms and looking down at our captive. 
 
    ‘For the time being,’ I replied. ‘He’s too much of a risk.’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s everything, then,’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘Almost,’ Alorion replied, clambering atop a pile of supplies in the back of the cart and looking out over the land. His eyes were more focused than usual. ‘Werger’s imp is out here somewhere. Or rather I should say your imp, now.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll always be my imp, buddy,’ I said in earnest, even if it was a weird thing to say. 
 
    ‘That is kind of you to say, Jack, but with ownership over this land this new imp is now also yours too.’ 
 
    ‘If she’s loyal to me, shouldn’t she be out here by now?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps she is just afraid. I can think of a way to lure her out, though, if you would allow me to?’ 
 
    ‘Be my guest. What did you have in mind?’ 
 
    ‘Just leave it to me.’ 
 
    Alorion hopped down from the cart and crossed on foot to the gap in the fence where we had entered. 
 
    I looked to my wives, who all shrugged at me. I moved our caravan in his direction. 
 
    My imp had stopped just before the entrance to the new land, and was now looking up at the towering trees that stood just beyond the border. 
 
    ‘Alorion?’ I said. ‘Are you all right…?’ 
 
    He remained perfectly still, staring up into the trees. The silence was deafening, and his motionlessness was starting to worry me a little. 
 
    Suddenly he released a high, feral sound from his lips, howling into the forest. 
 
    Alorion had always maintained a weird mix of upper-class, British-twanged speech and habits that reflected something closer to an animal than human. 
 
    That screaming sound was much closer to the former than the latter. 
 
    But there was method to this madness, because just seconds after his howl ended, a lower howl was returned from the forest. 
 
    Alorion took a deep breath, then suddenly broke into a series of bizarre, sharp movements. 
 
    Maybe I would have laughed if I wasn’t totally captivated by it. My wives were, too. 
 
    Then I realized what was really happening. 
 
    He was dancing. 
 
    The fact that there was no music playing made it even weirder. 
 
    My eyebrows raised involuntarily as I stared down at Alorion blankly like an idiot. I didn’t have the heart to ask him what he was doing. 
 
    But I knew how he was with women. 
 
    ‘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.’ 
 
    He was going balls to the wall in attracting the imp’s attention. This was part of the mating routine. 
 
    We waited in anticipation until the branches in the trees just above our heads began to rustle. 
 
    Alorion continued to dance until there was a sudden sharper rustling nearby. 
 
    Suddenly the new imp appeared, dropping down onto the fence and looking to Alorion. 
 
    She was similar in size and shape to Alorion himself, but with skin of a more orange shade that clashed with the green belonging to him. 
 
    My imp stopped dancing and looked up to her. 
 
    ‘I am Alorion, of the Orakin Tribe. This is Jack, the master of our tribe. As the new master of this land, he claims ownership over you, and demands your loyalty.’ 
 
    Ownership. I hated that word. I would build my wealth till the end of time, but when it came to sentient beings… 
 
    Still, it was lucky for Morok that I was so merciful. 
 
    The new imp looked to me for a moment, then smiled. 
 
    ‘Greetings. I do not like to admit it, but I am glad that such a thing has happened. Werger was a vile being.’ 
 
    Her higher voice denoted that she was definitely female. 
 
    Alorion looked at me over his shoulder. 
 
    ‘She seems rather less conservative than myself.’ 
 
    ‘True.’ I turned to the imp. ‘What’s your name?’ 
 
    ‘Nyah, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t need to call me master,’ I said. ‘Jack’s fine. Is there any light you can shed on this place?’ 
 
    ‘I am afraid that I know comparatively little about your predecessors for an imp,’ she said. ‘Werger despised me. He confined me to the forest.’ 
 
    ‘Another reason for me to not feel so bad about killing that asshole,’ I replied. ‘Well, to make up for him, here’s a reward; make the treehouse your new home.’ 
 
    ‘… Really?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. I need somebody to keep an eye on this place, and who better than the imp that comes tied to the land? We’ll be back in a few days.’ 
 
    That was that. Nyah climbed down from the fence and began to move towards the tree. 
 
    In doing so she crossed paths with Alorion. They began to sniff each other like a pair of dogs, before both drawing away. 
 
    With that she headed to the tree. 
 
    ‘So, does that mean she likes you?’ I asked my imp. 
 
    ‘She is, uhh… How should I say… Holding back.’ 
 
    ‘Playing hard to get, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Something like that. 
 
    ‘You weren’t nervous, were you?’ 
 
    ‘Not at all. I think that it was all in my head after all.’ 
 
    ‘Attaboy.’ 
 
     
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We were met with no threats during our return journey, except for the one of disloyalty that Morok inevitably brought with him. 
 
    When it really came down to it, though, the safety of my tribe was the most important thing to me. I did not trust Morok remotely enough to leave him unattended from here on out – he had worked for the enemy and, even if that enemy was very much dead, that was enough to make him a threat. 
 
    Upon returning to my our land I picked Morok up out of the back of the cart and carried him over to the tree. 
 
    ‘I find this in very bad taste,’ he muttered. ‘This is inhumane.’ 
 
    ‘So is slavery, but you still stood by and helped some jackass profit off it.’ 
 
    I set him up against the base of my treehouse home. 
 
    Oddly I was reminded of Coron, the only surviving bandit of the group that had tried kill me weeks ago, and how I had tied him up as my captive before handing him over to the captain of a merchant ship. 
 
    He was a young man who had fallen in with the wrong crowd. He could change. 
 
    Morok, on the other hand, was far too weathered to change who he was. 
 
    ‘Here’s the deal,’ I started. ‘I’m going to have my people build a small shack for you to stay in. Nothing fancy. It’s only there to protect you from the heat during the day. You’ll be given food, water and a place to go to the bathroom, and that’s it. Just until I can figure out what to do with you.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds… Far too pleasant.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t think of it as a holiday,’ I replied. ‘Think of it more like… A prison cell.’ 
 
    With the help of the fox-people I built up a small shack next to the eastern lookout post over the next half hour. 
 
    After setting Morok down inside, still tied-up, I ferried over a trough of water and a pot of vegetables. 
 
    ‘A trough?’ Morok said. ‘You are treating me like an animal.’ 
 
    ‘I could treat you like a dead animal if you want?’ 
 
    Morok gulped. 
 
    ‘This will do fine.’ 
 
    ‘That’s what I thought. 
 
    I headed back to the tree and we got to work arranging the spoils of war. We unloaded our haul at the storage structure by its corresponding totem. I used 100GP to improve the inventory space that it allowed, and one at a time we stored everything within that we had removed from the land. 
 
    After all was said and done I decided to spend some time alone in the room, examining the vast array of storage slots before me. There were hundreds now, the vast majority filled. It was a gargantuan mosaic of food, unused weapons, decorations and valuables, and any tools and equipment that we needed. 
 
    And it was a complete mess. 
 
    I decided to spent the early afternoon rearranging it all into organised sections. Our food stores were divided into vegetables and meats, the latter we had a decent amount of lately because of the taurems that Jeremiah and Lola had recently slaughtered back at the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    Weapons couldn’t be stacked, but there weren’t too many of them, and they were always valuable. With our greater numbers and defenses built, I would shortly upgrade the Weapons Totem, seeing as we now had the gold to do it, and hopefully turn it into a proper armory for my tribe. 
 
    All of the precious ores were organised into their own area. I would need to figure out how to go about smelting them into bars soon enough so that we wouldn’t need to purchase them from the trading post. 
 
    Finally there was the miscellaneous category of items, and that was the largest by far. It consisted of pieces of rope, tools, raw materials for building and potion-making, and the important things that people rarely ever think of such as large stacks of torches to light the darkened nights. 
 
    It was mid-afternoon by the time I had finished it all, and as I re-emerged from the dark room and into the daylight, a true sense of life struck me. 
 
    All of my watchtowers were manned by the fox-people. My girls were scattered about, helping Tormus and Eri out with the farming or taking a break in the shade of the doorway to one of three family houses that now occupied our land – Cass and her brothers, Tormus and Eri and the fox-people. 
 
    I stopped and took a seat on the steps leading up to the treehouse. I looked out over everything. I was the kind of person that never sat still – not just because of my place as tribe master, as a leader of a group of people who depended on me for direction, but because of who I was. 
 
    But for a few seconds, just a few seconds, I took time to dwell on what I had, in the peace and tranquillity of the Orakin Tribe’s land. 
 
    I had over 10,000GP sitting in my inventory, and a storage hub stocked with enough supplies to keep the entire tribe well-fed for weeks. I had four beautiful wives who nursed me and took care of me and warmed every one of my nights. 
 
    But the bell of expansion was always ringing, and the deal with the mysterious tribe to the west was right there, on the horizon, ripe for the picking. 
 
    The only problem? It brought with it a potential danger that could put my life, and the lives of my tribe, on the thinnest, knife-edge line that I had experienced so far. 
 
    The trade was four days away, and I had a lot to do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Four 
 
      
 
    I was usually the last one to fall asleep out of myself and my wives every night, and that night was no different. It had been a long day, and they snuggled up to me beneath the covers as the final drips of sunlight crawled in through the canopy overhead. 
 
    Elera nuzzled against me to my right, one of her blue hands resting on my defined chest as she slumbered. Behind her was Ariadne, who rested against her back – my two more exotic wives had grown closer through their differences. 
 
    Santana was to my left, one of her slender arms resting over my abs as she snuggled beneath my arm, her long red hair tied back in a ponytail as she slept. Lara was by her side, her purple hair framing her pretty, pale face, exposing her large breasts and slender navel as she pushed the covers down around her waist. 
 
    Sleep would come for me too, but I had too much on my mind right now. 
 
    The western tribe that wanted the bluestone were a group that we knew nothing about. Evidently Werger trusted them enough to make a deal with them, and he was confident that they wouldn’t betray him, but there was one problem; I wasn’t Werger. 
 
    18,000GP rested on the notion of whether or not this foreign, unknown tribe master would care about the identity of who he was trading with. 
 
    I dwelled on the matter for silent, stretching hours as the sun disappeared from sight and I laid in the dark, surrounded by my wonderful wives. 
 
    No matter what train of thought I followed, though, it always led me back to the same conclusion; I was going to attempt to make this trade either way. 
 
    I just had to come up with a sensible way to do it. 
 
    And, just like that, several plans began to form, ones that were just stupid enough that they might actually work. 
 
    I managed to get a few hours sleep that night, and my restless mind awoke me at sunrise. The cogs in my head started working immediately, and I was out and ready to go. 
 
    I readied the horses, Arabelle and Myranthia, and loaded the carts with the goods that needed selling at the trading post, as well as the stacks of wood panels that I had taken from the deconstructed houses the day before. 
 
    Pulling on my gear, stowing my weapons and prepping enough provisions for the day, I headed over to Cass’s home, which she shared with her brothers, Aden and Oden. 
 
    They had worked in the mines for years and as a result their capacities as early risers had become a habit rather than a necessity. When I headed through their open door that morning they were all awake, eating breakfast in the kitchen. 
 
    ‘Do you guys ever get tired of eating corn for breakfast?’ I asked, knocking on the door. ‘Mind if I come in?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, Master Jack,’ Cass said, ushering me in. ‘And corn is much better than nothing, as we had to deal with on several occasions back at Grayholde.’ 
 
    ‘You’ll never have empty stomachs here, that I can promise you,’ I replied. ‘And I told you to stop calling me master. It’s Jack from now on.’ 
 
    ‘What made you have the change of heart, if you don’t mind me asking?’ 
 
    ‘Just something that happened recently. Anyway, I confess that I’m not here for just a casual visit. I need your help. Or, rather, I need the help of your brothers.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure they would be more than happy to oblige,’ Cass smiled heartily, looking between them. 
 
    Aden turned to look at me, the only one of the two who spoke, and even then he only spoke the fewest words possible. 
 
    ‘What is the job?’ He asked, deeply and simply. 
 
    ‘A few things, actually. We’re building defenses at our new land.’ 
 
    ‘I knew joining you was the smart thing to do,’ Cass said. ‘Ambition and care. What more could we ask for?’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you need, I’d hope, but I need something else in return, too.’ 
 
    ‘Oh?’ 
 
    ‘Do you mind if I sit?’ 
 
    ‘Please.’ 
 
    I took a seat at the dining table with the three of them. 
 
    ‘We’re about to make a deal with another tribe, but everything is telling me that it’s going to be dangerous. We don’t know much about them. We don’t know how large a fighting force they are, or their nature. But if it goes well it’s going to make the tribe rich.’ 
 
    ‘Rich?’ Cass’s eyes lit up, but I couldn’t blame her. ‘How rich, if you don’t mind me asking?’ 
 
    ‘Enough for us to become a force to be reckoned with in the area. Enough that we can tone down labour on the land and live comfortably for a while. I’ll leave it at that.’ 
 
    ‘My… And what do you need my brothers for?’ 
 
    Cass always spoke on behalf of her brothers, except for when Oden would offer the occasional word. They were almost mutes, but they were damn good workers. 
 
    I just never wanted to get on the wrong side of them. 
 
    ‘Let me be real with you for a moment,’ I continued, looking between the twins. ‘You two scare the shit out of me. Together you’re stronger than a herd of taurems, and you can get heavy lifting done quickly. But it’s that strength of yours that I need when we make this deal. 
 
    ‘When we come face to face with this foreign tribe I need to provide a show of force. Our tribe may only number 18 citizens with the fox-people now here, but they don’t know that. All we need to do is look like we’re a strong fighting force. And, with that considered, I need you two with me, front and centre, to provide a sense of… Quiet intimidation, if that makes sense. 
 
    ‘What we’re about to do is going to provide a better life for us, and for any future members that we choose to bring here, and I want you two to help me do it.’ 
 
    The twins both stared at me silently for a moment. Their faces weren’t blank, only considerate and stern. In unison they turned to look at each other, then back to me. 
 
    ‘We will help you, Mr Jack,’ Aden said. ‘For the good of the tribe.’ 
 
    Aden offered a hand to me to shake, while Oden simply nodded at me. No trade windows appeared – this was a verbal agreement between men. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ I said firmly. ‘I appreciate your help. Finish with breakfast and meet me at the stables. We’ve got a busy few days ahead of us. And bring your weapons.’ 
 
    I gave them a final nod and headed back outside. The fact that they hardly ever spoke scared the hell out of me, primarily because I could never tell what they were thinking. They operated as a unit under the care of Cass, who kept the pained minds they were saddled with under her watchful command. 
 
    I thought back to what Santana had said when we had first made the deal with Cass at Grayholde – appeal to what they want most. 
 
    I was no expert on the inner workings of their heads, but I had little doubt that what they wanted most, just like their older sister and most other people, was a sense of safety and warmth and a good strong meal three times a day. 
 
    Leaving the land under the watchful eyes of Alorion and my wives, Aden, Oden and I headed out in the early-morning sunrise to the trading post, our first stop. 
 
    We unloaded the junk items that we had acquired, bringing in 1100GP in the process, before I turned my attention to the reinvestments we could make. 
 
    The livestock boom that had occurred after the death of the mother wolf weeks ago was starting to die down a little, but there were still some deals to be made, including a selection of creatures that I was totally familiar with but had yet to see in Agraria; chickens. 
 
    The stink-faced centaur that I had previously made dealings with was selling them at 50GP per unit. 
 
    I silently wondered whether or not the fact that he was part-animal made this tantamount to slavery, but in business dealings I had to hold my tongue. 
 
    Even if Aden and Oden both looked like they could probably take the guy, I didn’t want to start a fight. 
 
    I purchased 20 for a total of 1000GP, being careful to have my cart ready before the centaur started throwing them to me. 
 
    The price made sense; I hadn’t seen any in the area before, they would probably be a nightmare to catch, and their food production possibilities were endless. They could be bred with a male, produce more chickens, and in turn produce more eggs. 
 
    Getting away from the thought of a field of thousands of chickens churning out eggs, I purchased some hay bales for the horses and traversed the trading post for any other potential items I would need, before finally setting eyes on a stall that I occasionally traded with. 
 
    I had purchased bombs from them weeks ago to defend the perimeter of my land, back when we didn’t have a defensive wall and there were just three of us. 
 
    It had been pricey, but it had saved our lives that very night from being slaughtered by a vicious group of bandits. 
 
    The pair of wolf-headed traders stared over at me, stood side by side like a pair of mercenaries, their arms folded and their shoulders square beneath their battered leather armor. 
 
    I headed over to them and stocked up on explosives that I planned to station around the land. The more value we had, the more important it was to protect it. 
 
    ‘What about these?’ I asked after making my first purchase for 1800GP – expensive, but no price could be placed on safety, and this would securely fortify our perimeter. 
 
    I pointed down to a selection of smaller explosives that rested upon straw in a large wooden box. 
 
    ‘Handheld explosives,’ one of the wolves said. ‘Activated and throw.’ 
 
    Grenades. That was what they meant. 
 
    ‘What’s kind of blast?’ 
 
    ‘Guaranteed kill within a three yards. High chance to maim within seven yards.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting… Do you have anything more dangerous? Just out of curiosity.’ 
 
    The wolf-headed traders shared a look. One nodded to the other, then headed to their well-protected cart and pulled forward a chest hidden beneath a blanket. 
 
    After searching within, he retrieved something wrapped up in a piece of cloth. 
 
    The wolf-headed trader still with me nodded over his shoulder, ushering me closer to the cart. 
 
    Sword sheathed at my side, I approached them and observed as the cloth was pulled back over the mysterious item. 
 
    Orange light glowed upon my face and lit up my eyes as I stared down at the object. 
 
    It was unassuming in size, a sphere around the size of a tennis ball, but its surface was like glass, transparent, giving a view onto the fire that swam within, like it had a mind of its own. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked, entranced by the swimming flames. 
 
    ‘Infernal Fire Explosive,’ one of the wolves said. ‘Incinerates everything within a twenty-yard radius thirty seconds after activation.’ 
 
    ‘What do you define as incinerating?’ 
 
    ‘Put it this way; whatever was killed you would need to identify by its bone structure.’ 
 
    ‘And the blast radius? Is it guaranteed within twenty yards?’ 
 
    ‘It stops at twenty yards.’ 
 
    ‘How the hell does that work?’ 
 
    The wolves scoffed at each other, and the speaker continued. 
 
    ‘Each Infernal Fire Explosive contains a fire demon captured from magma. The moment they are released, they explode.’ 
 
    ‘How much?’ 
 
    ‘1500GP.’ 
 
    ‘For how many?’ 
 
    ‘No, 1500GP each.’ 
 
    ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘If you feel like risking your life to venture into a patch of magma and catch one of these little fuckers, be my guest. It is difficult enough to trap a fire demon, never mind create the explosive itself. We know many who have died creating them.’ 
 
    I marvelled at the dancing flames. The power held within was almost impossible to imagine. 
 
    ‘I think I’ll stick with the regular stuff for now,’ I replied, still intrigued by the sight of the item. ‘Let’s cut a deal.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    With the taurems in tow and the hens sitting in the back of the cart, we headed onwards to the Rourke Homestead to meet Jeremiah and Lola. Their blossoming relationship was still in full-swing, and after we bestowed the gifts of the livestock upon them I had no intention of sticking around and interrupting things. They were building a happy life as a sub-division of the tribe’s land. I planned for it eventually to be a much bigger herd of a variety of animals. 
 
    It was just one of the many things we could pull off once the bluestone trade was complete. 
 
    From the homestead we proceeded to the new land. The forest became thick the further we progressed, forcing us to take our original route of moving west to Grayholde and then tracing the tree line before heading back in. 
 
    That was another item on the to-do list – establish a more secure, safer route from the homestead to the new land so that we could reduce our travel time. 
 
    The Orakin Tribe was becoming its very own industry, after all. 
 
    Aden and Oden remained silent during the journey, until we finally arrived at the land. 
 
    They took in the sight of the place for the first time, and I swore that I could see the slightest glimpse of something resembling excitement on their faces. 
 
    This was the kind of life that they had probably dreamed of back at Grayholde before their boss had taken a slice of their earnings. Now they could be a part of something bigger, they could earn something, and I intended to let them have it. 
 
    We set up our temporary base of operations at the centre of the land, just as I did at our original land. With the horses parked, we set them up with a few bales of hay and a trough of water while we got to work on constructing the fence. 
 
    I accessed the Building Totem as I did the one back at my land, and together we began to fill in the gaps in the fence that resided along the perimeter. 
 
    In the same fashion as I had done with Jeremiah, we worked together in silence to complete everything quickly. The brothers were like machines, and the fence was completed within hours, including a gate to act as a single access point on the western point, in the same spot where Lara and I had arrived through when we had first arrived at the land. 
 
    We took a break for lunch in the shade of the tree, using the cooking equipment I had brought to prep some of the fish that Elera had caught, along with some fried tomatoes and carrots. 
 
    Still, things took place in silence. It didn’t feel awkward; I had gotten used to it by now, but as I ate my mind still wandered. I finished off my meal, more than enough for myself, while the twins helped themselves to another serving of fish to quell their large appetites. I drank deeply from my water canteen and looked about the land, eventually resting my eyes on the sight of the mine. 
 
    We hadn’t set foot near it during our production of the fence because the section behind it was already covered, but it still got me thinking. 
 
    ‘I just need to check something for a few minutes, guys,’ I said, pushing up and heading to the treehouse. ‘Keep a lookout for me.’ 
 
    They both nodded and carried on eating, and I hurried up the steps to the tribe master’s home. 
 
    The only things that now remained were the closet, some rolled-up rugs that were stacked against the wall – and the basement door that led down to the hoard of bluestone in the basement. 
 
    ‘Hello, tribe master.’ 
 
    I jumped and looked overhead to see Nyah sitting on a branch in the lower reaches of the tree. 
 
    ‘At least you’ve got one thing in common with my imp,’ I said. 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘A talent for sneaking up and scaring the crap out of me.’ 
 
    ‘Interesting.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t say a whole lot, do you?’ 
 
    ‘Not really. I do not have much to say, quite frankly.’ 
 
    ‘I can respect that.’ 
 
    I pulled out the parchment that Morok had given me from my inventory and examined it again. 
 
    762 units – bluestone – 18493GP 
 
    I headed down into the basement where the chests resided. 
 
    I headed to the first and counted through the quantity. Afterwards I picked up any that were sat upon the ground and piled them in to empty spaces. 
 
    I had no pen or quill to hand, so I had to do the maths in my head as I moved around the room. 
 
    And then, arriving at the last chest, I began to panic. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ I said to myself quietly, looking around rapidly at the chests. ‘Wait…’ 
 
    Hurriedly I returned to the first and counted the stacks again, then the second, then the third. 
 
    ‘Shit.’ 
 
    639 units. I was missing 123 units of the stuff. 
 
    The fox-people that had been a part of Ariadne’s tribe had been kept as slaves on the land. They were the ones working down there in the mine, bringing this stuff up for Werger so that he could eventually sell it off before they were thrown back into their basement cage. 
 
    One had died in the process, surrounded by his kin who were unable to do anything to help him. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine the pain. 
 
    They were my main source of information, but I hadn’t asked them about it and I didn’t intend to. I had considered it, but I doubted they would know anything as it was. Either way, it was a wound that was no doubt still fresh in their minds. 
 
    Besides, my only shot at getting the remaining units in place was to get to work – and I knew two guys who were pretty damn good at mining, if the stories about them were true. 
 
    Returning outside, I found Aden and Oden finishing off their meals. 
 
    ‘How do you two feel about going back into a mine?’ 
 
    ‘For the good of the tribe?’ Aden burped, raising an eyebrow. 
 
    ‘For the good of the tribe,’ I repeated. 
 
    They exchanged a nod with each other. 
 
    ‘Lead the way,’ Aden said. 
 
    A few minutes later we were descending into the mine that Werger had led me through weeks ago back on the first and only occasion that we had met. 
 
    I had yet to take a proper look at the place, but after distributing a pair of torches to the twins and lighting one of my own, we moved further into the depths of the cavern. 
 
    There were plenty of naturally occurring caves in Agraria, and it looked like this was no different. From the patterns and sections that had been dug out, it seemed to have been expanded considerably from its original natural form. 
 
    There were still plenty of patches of ore glittering in the firelight, but they were all of different varieties, not just the bluestone that I desperately needed. 
 
    There was a small patch of the stuff a few yards up on a nearby jutting rock face, reachable by a shoulder-high ledge beneath. 
 
    I ushered the twins over and gave Oden my torch, then clambered up onto the ledge. I retrieved my pick axe and aimed my shot, then brought the head of my pick against the patch of bluestone. 
 
    19% 
 
    I was surprised at how fast the percentage had increased. This wasn’t as tough as the other ores that I had come across, but that was likely what made it so useful for crafting ornaments and statues. 
 
    With a few more hits it maxed out and fell from the cavern wall. I picked up the chunk of ore and presented it to the twins. 
 
    ‘You two know what this is?’ I said, holding it up in the firelight after jumping back down. 
 
    ‘Bluestone,’ Aden said. 
 
    ‘Right. Now, I’ve just retrieved a unit, which means we need 122 more if we’re going to establish this deal properly. This-’ I held up the bluestone – ‘is our number one priority right now. We need as much of it as we can find. The moment we hit that number we can go home for the day.’ 
 
    Aden handed me the torch without even saying a word. He and his brother took off, holding their torches high as they began to scour the mine walls. 
 
    No wonder they were a taskmaster’s dream. 
 
    So, the three of us got to work. 
 
    In the dark and with your mind focused, time collapses entirely. I was wired to one thing, and one thing only, and that was the sight of that blue shimmering stones in the light of my torch. 
 
    The work stretched out, but there was a quiet satisfaction in the stress of it as we ticked off more units of bluestone, bit by bit, moving towards our final count. 
 
    As we continued to add to the pile, the number of pockets became more and more scarce. We had to travel further into the cavern, but as I moved my torch further along I realized that Werger had hardly scratched the surface of this place. 
 
    The mine moved much deeper. 
 
    Other ores glistened in the fire, and while I wanted to start extracting them, the bluestone was the priority. 
 
    Hours of mining and searching followed, but with a final pocket that Aden discovered beneath a small crevice in the rock, our task was completed. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next few days passed in peace and quiet as we went about our regular motions, harvesting the land and catching up on sleep. 
 
    The latter went for everybody but me. Sleep was a struggle no matter how tired my body felt – my mind felt like it was on fire all the time. 
 
    When it came down to it, I had taken on a tribe all by myself and won. The problem was that that tribe, the one that I had slaughtered, were only a tribe by technicality. They were small in numbers, no more than the bandits that I had blown up during the second night that I had spent in Agraria. 
 
    This new tribe to the west that we were now dealing with could now afford to drop over 18,000GP on a decorative resource, the kind of amount of gold that would change the life of my tribe. 
 
    On the last night before the deal was due to take place I called a meeting with the primary members of my tribe that I intended to involve in the operations; Alorion, my wives, Cass, Aden and Oden. 
 
    The plan had been bubbling in my head for days and now was the time to draw everything together. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said, standing at the head of the table in the Map room as the blue tablet lit up the faces of the nine of us. ‘As you all know, the deal with the foreign tribe is taking place tomorrow. This is make-or-break time for us, and after a lot of thought… I have decided that we’re going to try and make it go ahead. Now, I know a lot of you have some concerns about this, primarily with regards to our safety, but I’ve come up with a few ways that I think this will work. 
 
    ‘Tomorrow, I and a number of you will head to our newly-claimed land and collect the bluestone. It’s in a secure place, so all we have to do is load it into the carts pulled by the horses. From there, we will head west to the meeting place with the foreign tribe, which where things get risky. 
 
    ‘Firstly, the most important aspect of the meeting is that we present ourselves as a formidable force. I don’t want to put anyone at risk, but the more of us that are there to give a sense of threat, the better. Secondly, I’ve thought of a way to increase our level of safety. It just might be stupid, but if we play it confidently it could work. We’re going to pretend to be there on behalf of Werger.’ 
 
    Ariadne’s face fell from curious to stern. 
 
    ‘You… What?’ 
 
    ‘We pretend to be part of his tribe, sent there on his behalf. That’s plan number one.’ 
 
    ‘And what’s plan number two?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘We tell him that we killed him – or I killed him – and see what happens.’ 
 
    Santana, ever the negotiator, rapidly shook her head and held up her hands. 
 
    ‘I know that we need to hedge our bets a tad here, but do you have any idea how many things could go wrong with those plans? What if this other tribe master doesn’t believe you that you’re there on behalf of him? What if he discussed with Werger to meet with him and only him, rather than some emissary or second-in-command? And the second plan? That’s a coin-flip if I ever heard one.’ 
 
    ‘I know. Originally those were the two best plans that came into my mind, but after thinking about it for so long I’ve realized that they’re not the best plans. They’re the only plans. There isn’t another approach that exists.’ 
 
    ‘I say we just say it to his face,’ Lara replied. ‘We greet this man, whoever he is, and we make it known upfront that we were responsible for the slaughter of the Gaalus Tribe and that we have claimed their resources.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps slaughter is not the right word to use,’ Elera suggested. ‘What about… We are now in control of these resources. That makes it sound like we are trying to be friendly, rather issuing a sense of threat. The show of force must only come from the sight of us, not the words.’ 
 
    I considered there suggestions. 
 
    ‘I think we play it by ear. If this tribe master asks about our identities, I’ll decide between the two based on how the situation feels. If he doesn’t say anything, we keep our mouths shut and go our separate ways from them once the exchange has been made. How does that sound?’ 
 
    Everyone nodded, and there were no disagreements. 
 
    ‘Everyone who is coming along will be armored and armed with weapons. They’re not to be used unless things start going wild, which is our last resort. If anybody here doesn’t want to come with me, they need to speak up. There’s no shame in it, I just need to know now.’ 
 
    Nobody showed a hand to drop out. 
 
    ‘Santana,’ I said, turning to her. ‘I need you to stay here and keep things moving while we’re away. You’re the most knowledgeable when it comes to how things run around here. We shouldn’t be gone more than half the day if we get in and out of there fast.’ 
 
    My strawberry-blonde wife gulped quietly, holding her face steady, then nodded her head. 
 
    ‘Of course. If that’s what needs to happen.’ 
 
    I nodded back to her. I knew that she wanted to come with us, but I couldn’t help but keep a watchful eye over her, even if she was becoming stronger, both in her personality and in her fighting skills. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I continued. ‘We head out at sunrise tomorrow.’ 
 
    With the meeting over everybody went back to their duties for the day. 
 
    I headed over to the totem’s structure and brought up the menu inside, running my finger through the available schematics that could be constructed. 
 
    I and my wives were all equipped with sufficient weapons, but Cass and her brothers were in need of something with a little more brunt force. I had no doubt that the twins would be able to crush skulls with their bare hands, and Cass was probably acrobatic enough to jump through the air and strangle somebody with her small but strong thighs, but this was also about appearance. 
 
    Which also meant that armor would need to be created. 
 
    And I knew just how to do that. 
 
    I headed to the storage structure and took the stacks of clothes that I had acquired from the guardhouse and the closet in the treehouse. After filling my inventory I returned to the armory and began the process of deconstructing all of the items until I had several stacks of tough, durable leather on hand. 
 
    From there I scrolled through to the armor construction and began creating equipment for all of us. 
 
    There was enough available for breastplates and armguards for the entire team. They were tight-fitting and could be worn comfortably over their clothes. 
 
    In no time it was collected and distributed, and the day was pushing onwards. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Night was beginning to fall on the eve of the dangerous day that awaited tomorrow. 
 
    I traversed my land, checking on my citizens. The watch towers were all manned; Tormus and Eri had gone to bed, their fields of crops quiet save for the rustling of leaves against each other in the light breeze of the evening; Cass and her brothers had turned in for the night, ready for a day of rest before tomorrow. Ariadne was over on the northern watchtower chatting with Alorion, Lara to the east, and from the confines of my treehouse I could hear water splashing lightly from where Elera was indulging in the bathtub – I still had to afford her the opportunity to map out the rivers of Agraria when she had the chance, but she had more than paid her way in her assistance at the new land, as well as catching the delicious fish from the river in the cave. 
 
    Of all my citizens, there was only one that I could not account for. Santana was nowhere to be seen. 
 
    I checked the stables and found both Arabelle and our new smaller horse present, but her own steed, Myranthia, was missing. 
 
    The last time she had headed out late, we were in the process of being stalked by the mother wolf. When I had found her in the forest she had been on her back with her fingers between her legs, touching herself to the thought of me. 
 
    It had been one of the most incredible, risky experiences of my life. 
 
    And I had little doubt where she was now. 
 
    I equipped my sword and scabbard, checked my power stones, stashed a few torches in my inventory, and crossed the land to the southern watchtower. 
 
    One of the fox-people was seated in the post, reading a book as I emerged quietly to the point. 
 
    ‘How are things looking tonight?’ 
 
    ‘Oh-’ The fox-person, a man in his early-twenties – although likely in his fifties considering what Lola had told me about the ageing process of their kind – sat up sharply and set his book aside. ‘Everything is looking fine, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Calm yourself,’ I smiled, ‘Don’t worry about reading. It’s a good pastime, and the forest’s quiet tonight. Hey, come to think of it, why don’t you take a break for a little while?’ 
 
    ‘Are… Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Definitely. Go take a nap, have some food, rest your head. I’ll cover this point.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you very much, Jack.’ 
 
    The fox-man took off down the steps and back to the house that he shared with his kin. 
 
    I waited till he had gone out of sight, then crossed to the edge of the watchtower that looked out over the land. I hopped over the ledge and dropped down to the top of the perimeter fence, then lowered myself and jumped into the low shrubbery that grew among the forest beyond the border of the land. 
 
    There was just enough sunlight left for me to see through the trees, but visibility was starting to become poor. 
 
    I headed in a straight line, moving south through the trees towards the spot where I had first made love to Santana. 
 
    I saw a flutter of movement just thirty yards past that very same point, and I spied Myranthia as she chewed on some leaves close to the ground. 
 
    Reaching the horse, I patted her neck and looked around for my wife, tracing her to a rustling up ahead. 
 
    But she wasn’t spread out on a blanket in a secluded clearing with her fingers teasing the spot between her legs. 
 
    She was stifling cries. She was hunched over with her hand clasped over her mouth as she tried to hold them back. 
 
    ‘Santana… Are you okay?’ 
 
    Santana spun around, her flowing red hair moving in a perfect swing. She held up her herb knife, a dull blade but still sharp enough to wound. A fierce, fiery look dwelled in her eyes, and as she recognised me it didn’t immediately vanish. 
 
    She glared at me for several long seconds as I stared back at her, and slowly she lowered the knife. Its presence was replaced by a sharper, glistening moisture in her eyes, but she quickly shook her head of it and looked away from me. 
 
    ‘What are you doing out here?’ I asked, lighting a torch. ‘It’s after dark. I know there are no legendary beasts lurking around out here anymore but that doesn’t mean there aren’t any smaller ones that could do some damage.’ 
 
    ‘I just… Came to have some time alone for once. Some peace and quiet. Our land is broad, but our population is growing. It is nice to enjoy the quiet.’ 
 
    ‘Come on, you can’t seriously expect me to believe that. What is it?’ 
 
    ‘It does not matter.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, it does. Otherwise you wouldn’t be out here.’ 
 
    Santana exhaled deeply and stood, turning to face me. 
 
    ‘I am fine with looking after the land. That does not bother me. I am good at it. It is just… The prospect of you going out there and getting yourself killed.’ 
 
    ‘Everything is going to be fine.’ 
 
    ‘I cannot have you die on me, husband!’ She cried out. ‘You are the most important thing in the world to me. What I feel for you I have not felt for any man before, nor any other being. And I cannot stand the thought that you will not return from this journey of yours tomorrow…’ 
 
    Her eyes were filled with tears that gleamed in the torchlight that I held in my hand. 
 
    I kneeled to the ground and stamped the end of the torch into the dirt, trying to find the right words to put her mind at ease. 
 
    ‘Listen,’ I said, not knowing where I was going with it exactly. ‘You… You’re right. But this is something that I have to do.’ 
 
    ‘I know…’ She said quietly. ‘And that’s the worst part. I have talked about this with Ariadne, and with Lara and Elera too… This is who you are. This is the job of a tribe master.’ She made towards me, running a hand through her reddened hair and crossing her arms beneath her breasts. ‘And it pains me more than you know to think that there is a chance that I will never lie by your side again…’ 
 
    She took a few breaths and calmed herself. 
 
    ‘You know this is my job, don’t you? This is who I am. This is what I have to do.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ she breathed, heading up to me and placing her hands on my chest. She snuggled up to me and kissed me lightly on the lips before burying herself in my neck. ‘And that is why I love you.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’ I wrapped my arms around her and pulled her close to me, feeling the warmth of her body against me. ‘Trust me. Everything’s going to be fine.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next day dawned too quickly. 
 
    It was the first time in a long time that I had woken with a sickening sense of dread in my stomach. Even with the comfort of my wives by my sides, my mind was immediately unsettled as I looked up through the canopy overhead. 
 
    It may have been the soft touch of my wives’ skin against my body that first greeted my senses each morning, but that was always followed closely by the sight of the green leaves and the branches overhead that protected my home from the elements. 
 
    This land was my home, and this treehouse in its centre was the life force of it all. 
 
    I didn’t have to do this. I could leave the bluestone and walk away. I could stop my wives, my companions, my entire tribe, from being put at risk. 
 
    But I had already made my decision. I knew that it was selfish, and I would put my own life before the others, but the day had arrived, and I had come too far to let an opportunity of this caliber slip by. 
 
    Early that morning we grouped together and once again went over the final details of our plan. The collection of the bluestone and the journey south from my new tribal land was clear and straightforward, assuming that we could find the clear in question – the problem revolved around what happened when we came face to face with the foreign tribe. 
 
    I knew nothing. Just a time and a place. 
 
    From that point on, I would have to hold my nerve and play it by ear. 
 
    For all I knew, one wrong move could be a death sentence. 
 
    We stocked the armor in the carts and brought the horses around, adding any items and additional provisions that we would need. 
 
    It was sunrise, and our caravan was ready to move out and along the north-western trail to our new land. 
 
    ‘Take care of things,’ I said to Santana, wrapping my arms around her. ‘You’re a good leader. You know how to keep things moving.’ 
 
    ‘I will not need to be a good leader,’ she replied, having shed too many tears to give anymore. ‘You are more than enough, and you will be back before the end of day.’ 
 
    ‘I’m counting on it,’ I smiled. ‘I love you.’ 
 
    ‘I love you too.’ 
 
    With the land safe, we began our journey to collect the bluestone. 
 
    ‘Any guesses on the nature of this tribe?’ Lara said, looking around at us all as our caravan made its way through the forest. 
 
    ‘There are only two factors that matter, are there not?’ Ariadne purred. 
 
    ‘What do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘Well, hostile and not hostile. They are the only two options that count in a situation such as this.’ 
 
    ‘I know, but surely the thought must have crossed your minds about what race or creed they belong to. Goblins, maybe?’ 
 
    ‘Werger would have probably mentioned it to Morok if that were the case,’ I said. ‘He could help foster relations.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps. Goblins are fickle beings, though. I would not assume that they would be building a statue.’ 
 
    ‘A statue? So you think that’s definitely what they’re building from the bluestone?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, definitely. It has to be. There’s no other reason for this much.’ 
 
    ‘Imagine having this much gold to waste on a statue…’ Cass said, whistling in an impressed note. ‘They must have gold coming out of their ears.’ 
 
    ‘All that does is bring me back to the prospect that they’re a large tribe. They’re probably strong, and strong means that they pose a threat.’  
 
    We arrived at the new land in no time and loaded the bluestone from the chests into the carts. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I said, gathering everybody around the map. ‘We’re heading south of here, which will take us past Grayholde and back into the forest. This is an area that we’ve never been before.’ I turned to Cass and her brothers. ‘You three, this is more your territory than mine seeing as it’s in proximity to Grayholde. Know anything about it?’ 
 
    ‘I would not exactly call it our hometown,’ Cass said, ruffling the back of her short hair. ‘It is the place that we were condemned to reside. We had no real need to leave beyond foraging in the surrounding forests for food.’ 
 
    I looked over sharply at her, fighting to keep my mouth from dropping open without a word to back it up. 
 
    ‘You had to forage for food?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. When times were at their worst and we could not afford the most basic necessities, we hunted for berries in the forest, and when that was not enough we caught wild hogs. Well, my brothers caught them and killed them, I simply cooked them. These two are expensive to feed.’ 
 
    ‘Is that all that’s in the forest in that area? Wild animals?’ 
 
    ‘I should hope so.’ 
 
    ‘You… Hope so?’ 
 
    ‘We never came across anything fierce in the area. Right now, though, our problems are not in the form of four-legged creatures. Unless this tribe we are meeting with is one of centaurs, that is.’ 
 
    I forced a smile as I imagined the seven-foot tall humanoid-horse hybrids moving towards us through the trees. The only one of their kind that I had deal with before was at the trading post back when I had purchased some piglets, and he had been intimidating enough. 
 
    He wasn’t exactly noble, but his presence alone was a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    But there was no sense in hanging around any longer. 
 
    ‘We travel light from here. Before we reach the meeting point, we’ll armor up. Keep your weapons sheathed but be at the ready. Don’t make any sudden movements unless things start to go south.’ 
 
    ‘Why would we start to go south?’ Elera asked in confusion. 
 
    ‘No, I mean… Just don’t look as if you’re going to start attacking. We just need to appear as if we’re a strong fighting force.’ 
 
    ‘And if they do start attacking?’ Ariadne asked. 
 
    ‘Then fight for your lives, and if that goes badly, run. And if running doesn’t work, well… I have a gift for you all.’ 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and opened up a trading window with each of my citizens, one by one. 
 
    Ariadne, my foxgirl, was first. The moment she saw the item her eyes went wide. 
 
    ‘Are… Are you serious, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Very.’ 
 
    I moved quickly around the group, handing one to each of them. 
 
    ‘You cannot be serious,’ Cass muttered, holding the item up in the daylight. Many of my other companions followed suit. 
 
    They were now all in possession of a hand-triggered explosive. The weapons took the form of black, rough spheres with a fuse at the top, as if a 1960s cartoon had been transformed into real life. 
 
    ‘I picked these up at the trading post a few days ago from the defense merchants. They’re for emergencies only.’ 
 
    ‘What classes as an emergency?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘The moment they raise their weapons and show that they intend to attack us. Don’t hold back. It’s us or them. Just activate the fuse and throw.’ 
 
    We went over our final preparations, checked that the entirety of the bluestone was loaded into the carts, equipped our weapons, and set off for the meeting point. 
 
    Reaching the flatland that surrounded Grayholde, we arced along a trail at the forest’s edge until we reached the opposing side, then continued on through the forest. 
 
    I wanted to crack a joke to lighten the mood – that was my job, after all, to calm the minds of my tribe – but that was easier said than done. We were progressing closer and closer into the unknown. 
 
    There was nothing I could say, nothing anyone could. We were taking the risk, and that was all there was to it. 
 
    ‘Just a few hundred yards ahead,’ Cass said after an hour’s travel. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I replied. ‘Let’s hold up for a minute and equip our armor.’ 
 
    We all did so, all of us except for one. 
 
    ‘There is water out there somewhere, Tall-man,’ Elera said, captivated as she looked out to the east. ‘A river, I think, not far from here. I can sense it.’ 
 
    ‘Really?’ I looked out in the same direction. ‘Okay, new plan – you head out there and keep a lookout. If they’re small in numbers then just keep watch, but if an army is approaching that looks like they’re ready to kill us, report back as quickly as you can.’ 
 
    Elera gave me a nod, as disciplined as a soldier for once, and took off into the forest. 
 
    She was usually devious and playful to boot, but when it came to water she was always committed. 
 
    It was a weird thing to be dedicated to, but when your life literally depended on it, it became easy to understand why she behaved the way that she did. 
 
    With our armor equipped we continued through the forest. We moved in a strict formation, trying to adopt some sense of seriousness even though we were a pretty mismatched group. 
 
    The thought crossed my mind of how we must have come across to other tribes in Agraria. Aside from Werger’s tribe, every tribe that I had been told stories of revolved around a race; centaurs, wood-elves, goblins. 
 
    We were just a collection of people who had nowhere else to go, but I knew that I had loyalty on my side when it came to my people. 
 
    That was the only thing that I asked of them. It was the only important thing. 
 
    ‘We are near,’ Cass said, keeping her voice low. ‘Anywhere around here. They could already be here for all we know.’ 
 
    ‘Keep your eyes peeled, everyone,’ I said. ‘The last thing I want is us walking into an ambush.’ 
 
    ‘And if we are?’ Cass asked. 
 
    ‘Then you all know what to do.’ 
 
    We slowed the pace of our caravan to a crawl as we approached a large clearing ahead. 
 
    Every one of us glanced about our surroundings. I felt the seconds drag by. 
 
    A swathe of possibilities crossed my mind. This plan was beyond risky – any plan in this scenario would be risky – but now that I was here the grip of terror took hold of me. 
 
    Not for me, but for my tribe. 
 
    We stopped in the clearing and waited in silence. The forest was always alive, and now every sound set my teeth on edge. 
 
    The wilds of Agraria could play tricks on the mind until a man went insane. 
 
    Minutes drew out. There was no way of keeping time in this land beyond the sun, and as it reached the point before midday I wondered whether they would be late, or if they had already come and gone, expecting us to have been late ourselves. 
 
    Then, through the trees directly ahead, the foreign tribe appeared. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Five 
 
      
 
    They were like nothing I had ever seen before. 
 
    Their skin was a flawless, pale yellow, their long, slender ears holding tight to their heads as they coiled back, becoming hidden in well-kept hair. Both the men and women sported long, golden hair that fell over their shoulders as they emerged, and all were clad in the same red-tinged leather armor. 
 
    The distinguishing features resided in their faces. The men were sharp and defined, some appearing even unhealthily gaunt, the bones looking as if they were trying to escape from their faces. The women’s faces were much softer, although they bore the same focused, analytical expressions as those of their male counterparts. 
 
    All ten of the figures that approached rode on the backs of creatures that I had never seen before. They were the height of horses, but in shape they resembled something closer to slender purple hippos. 
 
    Of the ten, four were guards on the right and four on the left, the central pair in each group pulling empty wagons composed of dark redwood. 
 
    Only two distinguished themselves from the others. They rode at the front, both riding slightly larger creatures than those belonging to their guards. I could only surmise that they were the leaders. 
 
    The first of the two looked to be in his 60s. His face was a little older and a little wiser than the rest, and his hair was cut shorter, its golden-brown colour having taken on a slightly greyer sheen. His eyes were small and focused and his nose sharp. 
 
    To his side, who I expected to be the second-in-command, was another male sun-elf. He looked to be in his mid-20s, but his face was filled with a much sterner, stricter rage – the temper of a young man filled with testosterone and anger. 
 
    I couldn’t help but imagine how much of a ragtag bunch of misfits we looked in comparison to this well-organised group; a human who had been transported to this world only a few weeks ago, his imp, a foxgirl, a purple-haired archer, an acrobatic ex-miner and her two walking-tank twin brother. 
 
    ‘Sun elves,’ Lara whispered from my side. ‘I didn’t even know there was a tribe in the area, never mind one in this region.’ 
 
    ‘Any advice?’ 
 
    ‘They have above-average hearing, if those ears didn’t give it away.’ 
 
    I kept my mouth shut. 
 
    The sun-elves pushed their strange steeds forward slowly until they came to a halt in unison just twenty yards away from us. No one had even said anything to initiate the stopping; it had simply occurred as if it had been rehearsed a hundred times before. 
 
    I kept my head raised, and my gaze focused on the eyes of the leader at the front. Atop the back of his still, disciplined steed, he stared back at me with a blank but analytical expression. 
 
    He was trying to assert his dominance, that much I knew, but there was no way that I was going to snap first. I had stared death in the eyes more times than I could count, and I wasn’t about to start looking away now. 
 
    This game lasted for more than half a minute, and the longer I stared the less aware I became of what was going on around me. 
 
    Initially I could see the staring eyes of the guards either side of the leader meeting those of my companions, who were equally capable of holding their nerve. 
 
    But as the seconds stretched on and silence reigned over the clearing, the leader’s eyes seemed to take on a magnetic sheen. There was a stern, unforgiving intimidation to them, one that didn’t relent until he spoke. 
 
    ‘You are not the one called Werger.’ 
 
    His voice was deep and low, holding a self-contained gravitas. 
 
    ‘No,’ I said slowly. ‘I… Am here on his behalf.’ 
 
    The sun-elf turned his head slightly to the side but kept his gaze fixed on me. 
 
    ‘I feel that you are lying to me, human. Why do you think that is the case?’ 
 
    Every move was a show of power. This guy had me from the get-go – and all that I could do was shove back. 
 
    ‘Probably because Werger is dead.’ 
 
    He blinked once, slowly, but his face did not change. 
 
    ‘Did you kill him?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘That, I think, is the truth. Why, then, do you come here with his possessions?’ 
 
    ‘To make the trade that you agreed on. Just because the man is dead, doesn’t mean the deal is off.’ 
 
    For the first time, the face that belonged to this sun-elf showed some sense of emotion. It was the smallest of smirks, flickering suddenly at the corner of his mouth before dying away like a choked ember. 
 
    The problem was, I couldn’t help but return it. Realising my reaction, I killed it quickly and adopted my stern face once again. 
 
    ‘A peculiar take on the matter at hand, I must admit. But, considering the nature of the man who had made the deal, I think that I can… Amend my thoughts on the matter.’ 
 
    What the hell does that mean? I thought. 
 
    I couldn’t tell if he was going to kill me or open a trading window. 
 
    ‘Did you speak with the man before you murdered him?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    ‘And what did you make of him?’ 
 
    ‘Honestly? He was a narcissistic, psychopathic little shit, and I can say with confidence that I am glad that he’s dead. And that isn’t something that I say lightly.’ 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘It is. And, to set the record straight, it wouldn’t call it murder. It was self-defense. He made the first move.’ 
 
    The leader of the sun-elves tilted his head again, just like the first time that he had ascertained that I was lying, and just like last time he was reading me like a freaking book. 
 
    ‘There is some part of that that is not true…’ The leader turned to look at the younger man at his side. They exchanged a long, blank look, then turned back to me. 
 
    Something told me that this was it. This was the moment in which they would decide my fate. 
 
    Several possibilities ran through my mind – how to give my companions a head start, how to take as many of these bastards down in one fell swoop… 
 
    My heart began to pump hard. 
 
    I readied my hand to make the movement to my waist, to grab the explosive and ignite it. 
 
    Suddenly I felt like a cartel making a deal in the Mexican desert. 
 
    I waited for judgement to be brought down upon me. 
 
    ‘Circumstances such as these would usually unsettle me,’ the sun-elf leader said flatly. ‘… Were it not for the vile nature of the man who made this deal with me initially. He was an awful creature, if I do say so myself. So, in such circumstances, it is not the worst tragedy that a fate like this has befallen him.’ 
 
    The tribe master stared back at me, his eyes focusing. 
 
    Then, without another thought, he dismounted his purple-hippo-steed and began to approach me. 
 
    His guards all remained where they were, although the second-in-command that had been sat by his side looked apprehensive. 
 
    He stopped halfway across the space between us and stared up at me, waiting. 
 
    Even if he was obviously much more powerful than me in almost every respect, this wasn’t like being pulled over by the cops. I wasn’t just going to sit with my hands on the wheel – or the reins in this case – while waiting for him to approach me. 
 
    This was a show of respect. 
 
    At least, I hoped so. 
 
    I got down from Arabelle and headed towards him. 
 
    The sun-elf stood like a soldier, shoulders back and form rigid. 
 
    His blade was sheathed, but I had little doubt it would take him a second to draw it. 
 
    I just wondered if I would be able to take him down before he got me. 
 
    Finally I arrived before him, standing just a yard apart. 
 
    He analysed me for a few moments longer, then gave a small, genuine smirk. 
 
    ‘What is your name, tribe master?’ 
 
    ‘Jack Hawthorne,’ I said after a moment, thinking honesty was probably the best policy from here on out. 
 
    ‘I am Artrix Moonthorn, leader of the sun-elves of Morelia. It is a pleasure to make your acquaintance, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘And you, Master Artrix.’ 
 
    The sun-elf held out a hand for me to shake. I observed him for a moment, wondering whether this was a ruse. 
 
    If he tried to cut my throat he would probably succeed, but I still had the Dagger of Concealment equipped. At least I could take some solace in the fact that we would both go down. 
 
    I clasped my hand in his and we shook, the summon-word ready on my lips. 
 
    I stopped, and I waited… But no sharpness or blood gurgling on my lips appeared. 
 
    Master Artrix actually raised his other hand and clasped it around my hand in an even more respectful handshake. 
 
    ‘I understand that it is a difficult task to trust those you do not know in a land such as this, and I do not mean to add to that area of thought. We are a peaceful people when things are well, and believe in leaving much of the land to its own devices beyond our borders. The behaviours of others are of no concern to us, unless they choose to act with violence towards my people. 
 
    ‘You should know that we sometimes class those who we regularly deal with as our own, but this Werger-man, the one who I previously conversed with… He was far too unpleasant for me to name him as one of mine.’ 
 
    ‘I respect that,’ I replied, trying to make my breathing sound calm. Things might have been going well but that didn’t mean I wasn’t suffering from the adrenaline still exploding through my body. 
 
    Back on my world handshakes usually ended after a few seconds, but in other parts of the world they could often go on for minutes at a time. It showed respect and gratefulness. 
 
    I hoped that that was Master Artrix was going for as he continued to shake my hand as the seconds passed. 
 
    Suddenly he looked sharply to his right. His face became slightly more stern as he scanned the forest, as if he was searching for something. 
 
    Elera… 
 
    When he surmised that he couldn’t hear anything, Artrix turned back to me. 
 
    He gave me a sudden, knowing smile. 
 
    ‘You are not from this land, are you?’ 
 
    ‘No, I’m not. Somewhere far away from here.’ 
 
    ‘That could not be more true.’ 
 
    Despite not showing any signs of violence towards myself or my people, almost everything this tribe master said set me on edge. 
 
    He was a walking talking lie-detector. 
 
    ‘So, let us proceed with our dealings,’ he finally continued. Four of the eight guards in Artrix’s stead headed forward atop their hippo-steeds, pulling the wagons with them. 
 
    I nodded, determined to keep my big mouth shut. Turning to my people, I ushered them forward. Aden and Oden both took the reins of our horses and moved towards us, until our meeting of two had become much more crowded. 
 
    Two of the guards moved forward once they had reached us, sweeping past us sharply and heading straight to the backs of our carts to begin removing the bluestone. 
 
    My gaze slammed immediately to Aden and Oden. Their imposing figures remained still, looking to me for guidance. 
 
    ‘There is no need to be concerned,’ Artrix said gracefully. 
 
    ‘I’d be a lot less concerned if I started seeing gold,’ I said, forcing a smile at the edge of my lips. 
 
    Am I being robbed? 
 
    Had this been the sun-elves’ plan all along? 
 
    ‘How about we shake hands on it, then?’ I continued, offering a palm, thinking that I could open a window and make the trade. 
 
    ‘A handshake is a show of respect, but I prefer not to exchange things in this way,’ Artrix replied. ‘Long have I pondered the wealth of this land and the way it is transferred. Tell me, have you ever actually held gold in your hand before? Have you seen it counted and arranged, or thrown into a pile?’ 
 
    The leader of the sun-elves had been speaking in a poetic, strange way ever since he had opened his mouth, yet even though my teeth were on edge in anticipation of being robbed blind, his words still made me think. 
 
    ‘I have to admit, I haven’t.’ 
 
    ‘Well, allow me to do you a favour, tribe master.’ 
 
    Money talks, that was a universal fact, and for the first time Artrix made a motion to his guards – he scooped his hand over his shoulder, indicating that something be brought forward. 
 
     The two guards that had been standing watch while the bluestone was removed from the carts moved to the back of their own more formidable wagons and threw back the tarps drawn over their contents. They both removed something heavy from their respective carts and headed across to us. 
 
    Both were carrying sacks, which they dropped upon the ground before my feet. 
 
    ‘Please.’ Artrix held out an offering hand. 
 
    I still didn’t trust this new master to not stab me while my guard was down. I ushered Oden over, who silently obliged to open the hefty sack before me. 
 
    He wasn’t my scapegoat – he was there so that I could keep an eye on what was going on around me. 
 
    Oden kneeled to the ground and ran his gigantic, work-worn hands into the strings, ripping them apart with a harsh pull and exposing what lurked within. 
 
    I had never handled gold pieces in their true form before, but now there were hundreds, maybe thousands, right before me in this single satchel. 
 
    Despite hardly ever showing any emotion, Oden’s eyes went wide with a shock that he couldn’t repress. We exchanged a look, and I gave him a nod. 
 
    He buried his hand deep into the layers of gold, the metallic clinking of the visible layer on top confirming just how tightly packed it was. 
 
    He retrieved a single gold piece from the depths. 
 
    Even if he was a mute, it didn’t mean he was stupid – we had had the same thought. 
 
    What if it’s filled with dirt and the top layer is only for show? 
 
    It wasn’t. This piece that he handed me had been plumbed from the very bottom. 
 
    He handed it to me and I admired it, feeling it’s weight in my hand. It was heavier than I imagined, thick and solid with an image on one side – one of a woman with wings unfolded from her back and her hands raised, the other a bearded man with his arms outstretched. 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and dropped the coin into it, checking its legitimacy. 
 
    My GP count rose by one. It was undoubtedly authentic, and having been picked from the pile, it no doubt meant that the rest were too. 
 
    I fought to hold my frame at the sight of it all. 
 
    ‘Are you happy to proceed?’ Artrix asked. 
 
    ‘I am,’ I said, clearing my throat. 
 
    ‘Please, help yourselves.’ 
 
    I nodded to Aden and Oden, and they headed to the back of the wagons to retrieve the rest of the gold. 
 
    They returned with one sack each, the weight so heavy that they could only move one at a time. 
 
    With each stack of bluestone that was removed from our carts, a sack of gold replaced it. 
 
    Democratic and equal right down to the letter. 
 
    A few minutes later everything had been shifted over. Aden and Oden returned to my sides, while the sun-elf guards returned to Artrix’s. 
 
    ‘I hope you do not mind the exchange of wealth in this manner,’ he said. ‘It may be inconvenient, but I find that it gives the exchange a greater sense of importance.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t mind at all,’ I replied. ‘It’s been a pleasure doing business.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed, tribe master.’ 
 
    We shook hands once more, meeting each other’s gaze. 
 
    ‘Tell me, from what land did you say you journeyed here from?’ 
 
    ‘My tribe, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘No, to Agraria. You are not of this world, are you?’ 
 
    I took a pause, wondering how the hell to respond to that. 
 
    ‘Let’s just say it’s somewhere very, very far from here.’ 
 
    Artrix raised his head a little, scanning me. 
 
    ‘That I gathered.’ He paused, his eyes squinting slightly as he stared at my face. Then- ‘As I mentioned, my tribe are a peaceful kind. We will be holding a celebration in two days to commemorate the unveiling of the statue that shall be crafted from this precious stone that you have bequeathed upon me, and it is of no interest of mine to make enemies. If you would be so kind, I would like to invite you, your wives and your guards to this celebration at our land.’ 
 
    It had been my intention to take the money and run, but this changed things. Artrix didn’t want me dead, that much was clear, but walking into the home of a foreign tribe, surrounded by his citizens? 
 
    That was a whole different kettle of fish. 
 
    ‘If you don’t mind me asking,’ I said, pushing my voice deeper. ‘What role do your wives play in your life, Master Artrix?’ 
 
    ‘The role that any wife should play; advisor, warrior, guider…’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t agree more, so you’ll understand that I must consult with my wives on such a matter first before even considering.’ 
 
    Artrix finally gave a wider smile than the creeping smirk that he had fallen victim to several times since our meeting began. 
 
    ‘I understand completely. Our celebration will begin at dusk in two night’s time. I would greatly appreciate your presence.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll consider it.’ 
 
    We exchanged a nod, and with that I, Aden and Oden manoeuvred the carts filled with gold in a full turn and headed back to Cass, Ariadne, Lara and Alorion. 
 
    The girls shot me a wide-eyed look, all of them resisting the urge to smile with the combination of relief and overwhelming happiness that we were all feeling. As I glanced over at the twins, even they were exchanging quelled smiles. 
 
    The moment we left the clearing we moved quickly and silently through the forest. 
 
    I didn’t dare speak – no one did. We all wanted to get as far from the meeting point as possible. I couldn’t believe that we had gotten away alive, and with the gold. I still didn’t believe it, not until we were half a mile through the forest and I pulled our caravan to a halt. 
 
    We all paused, remaining perfectly still and listening. There was no sign of pursuit, no semblance of danger anywhere. 
 
    Just the blissful quiet of the forests of Agraria. 
 
    ‘By the gods…’ Ariadne gasped, smiling and clasping her hands to her mouth as her furry ears twitched with excitement atop her head. She hurried around to the back of the cart, as we all did, and dug her hands into the first satchel, pulling the cords and loosening it until it opened. 
 
    She dug her hands into the mounds of gold within, raising them up with a collection of coins clasped in her palms, slipping from her fingers. 
 
    We all did the same, tearing open satchels until gold was spilling through our fingers. 
 
    ‘We’re rich…’ Cass said. ‘We’re rich!’ 
 
    ‘I can’t believe that worked…’ Lara muttered. 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ I breathed, looking at the vast array of gold in the back of the two carts before me. 
 
    My inventory could hold all of this without question – I was pretty sure that I could hold as much gold as I wanted to, as long as it was stored digitally – but it was difficult to imagine the massive weight sitting in an imaginary space linked to my body, especially seeing it all sitting here before my eyes, requiring a pair of horses to pull it all at a steady pace. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I continued, ‘everybody take a breather and drink some water, and we’ll head straight back to the land. I just need to take a break.’ 
 
    ‘Where are you going?’ Ariadne asked. ‘We’re celebrating!’ 
 
    ‘Can’t a man go to the bathroom when he needs to?’ I called back with a laugh, heading away from them to a quieter spot. ‘Besides, we can celebrate back at the land!’ 
 
    I headed fifty or sixty yards away, finding a small patch of condensed trees and moving among them. 
 
    There, finding myself alone, I collapsed against a tree and fell to the ground, panting hard. I held my hands up, watching them shake and taking deep, quivering breaths before they finally settled. I pressed my palms against my pants, smearing them with sweat. 
 
    Werger might have been smart in some way, but he was still a psychopath. That I could understand. 
 
    Artrix, though? The man was like a human lie detector. I could see it in his eyes with every passing second that he looked at me. He knew which words were truthful, which were false. 
 
    Even if we were all still alive, the thought of crossing paths with the guy again set my teeth on edge. I hoped that the invitation to visit his tribe was made in earnest and with good intentions as he claimed, but with a guy that smart there was always the possibility of a much more lethal agenda on the cards. 
 
    For now, though, my tribe was safe, and even from my confined space at a distance from them and the carts, I could still hear the shrieks of delight from my wives, the hearty laughter from Cass, and at one point I swore that I heard a deep chuckle from one of the twins as they all marvelled over the hoard of gold that had come our way. 
 
    After more than a month of putting my life at risk, it had finally paid off – and I resolved that we were going to enjoy it. 
 
    I continued to steady my breathing and my heart rate until both had settled, then moved from the trees and headed back to my group. 
 
    All that was left was to pick Elera up and head back to the land. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Six 
 
      
 
    We headed to the river and recovered my nymph along a small, sandy patch of shoreline. I had been skinny-dipping with an old girlfriend back on Earth while I was on leave once, and she had remarked that my tall, muscular figure emerging from a river was like watching the Swamp-Thing come crawling out of the depths. 
 
    The same would probably go for most others who dipped into the water fully-clothed, but Elera had the advantage of having lived in the water her entire life. 
 
    Her emergence from the water was like something out of a fragrance-ad, the graceful goddess of the sea emerging onto land. Her hair appeared first as she rose above the waterline, throwing her head back and scooping her dark, smooth locks behind her. 
 
    She walked from the water rather than clambering up, her tight, firm body slowing revealing itself before me in all her unashamed exoticism, wearing nothing but the loose wrappings over her chest and waist. 
 
    ‘Wow…’ I said stupidly, looking her up and down. ‘Do you do that on purpose just to tease me?’ 
 
    ‘Do what on purpose just to tease you, Tall-man?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that as a yes.’ She moved towards me, her shoulders back and her posture perfect as her slender hips swayed from side to side until she reached me. ‘Are you ever going to start calling me Jack?’ 
 
    ‘You are a man, and you are tall. This one serves you much better.’ 
 
    She wrapped her arms around the back of my neck, pressing her wet body to me and dampening my undershirt as she kissed me, but I didn’t care in the slightest. 
 
    I was too busy running my hands over her pert behind and up her back as I felt her soft lips against mine. 
 
    ‘Aren’t you going to ask how it went?’ I said, shortly after we pulled away from each other. 
 
    ‘I have been following you along the river since you left.’ 
 
    ‘So that was you in the forest? They knew you were there!’ 
 
    ‘I know, and the moment I did I realized that was so, I took off back to the river. I know how to make a quick escape, Tall-man. And if that wasn’t enough, I have seduced men on enough occasions to know how to do it.’ 
 
    ‘These were sun-elves,’ I said. ‘They’re not like humans, or even other magical beings. I don’t think your tricks will work on them.’ 
 
    ‘Even so, what is life without a little risk? You do it every day.’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, but that’s me. You know that I put all of you first.’ 
 
    ‘Too often.’ 
 
    She kissed me again, a little harder. 
 
    ‘Come on,’ I said. ‘We should get back to the group before they start to think we’re going at it right here on the shoreline.’ 
 
    ‘Going at it?’ Elera repeated in confusion. 
 
    ‘Making love, fucking, whatever you want to call it.’ 
 
    ‘Oh. Could we not? I am sure that I could make you finish quickly.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll bet you could, but that’s a risk even I’m not willing to take.’ 
 
    We returned to the group and readied the horses once again, making the journey back to the land. Even with our armor stowed away and more and more distance being put between us and the clearing, I couldn’t help but keep my weapon in the scabbard at my waist, and as I looked around at the group in between laughing and joking and comments about the improvements that we were going to make upon arriving back at the land, I noticed them doing the same.  
 
    But for once, surprisingly, things had gone our way, and it had come without the price of a scar or a broken bone or a snapped fingernail. 
 
    And we were going to enjoy every bit of it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We moved quickly and carefully for the rest of our journey, keeping an eye out for any potential attackers. There would be no aiming to wound; it would be a triple threat of being set on fire, then thrown by a telekinetic blast, then stabbed to death. 
 
    No way was I letting a haul like this get into the hands of anybody else, especially after all of the stress and danger we had been through to acquire it. 
 
    When we returned to the land, Tormus opened the gates to allow us in and looked into the cart. 
 
    ‘Good gods… Is that what I think it is?’ 
 
    ‘It is,’ I said. ‘Do me a favour?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘Round up Eri and the rest of the fox-people and get everyone over to the tree.’ 
 
    Among them all, though, there was only one person I really wanted to see. 
 
    Santana hurried through the crops to meet me, the rose-coloured dressed she was wearing whipping behind her, along with her flowing red hair. 
 
    She jumped up and wrapped her arms around me as she embraced me hard. 
 
    ‘Thank the gods.’ 
 
    ‘See?’ I remarked. ‘I told we’d be fine.’ 
 
    ‘Shut up,’ she laughed, before kissing me hard on the lips. ‘How did it go?’ 
 
    ‘Take a look and see for yourself.’ 
 
    Santana managed to drag herself away from me long enough to look into the heaps of gold piled in the back of the cart. 
 
    ‘My father would be unhappy if he knew the full extent of my blaspheming, but good gods…’ 
 
    A few minutes later the entire tribe was by the tree, and I was standing on the steps overlooking everybody by a few feet like a spokesperson. 
 
    No, not a spokesperson – a leader. A tribe master. This was my job, to organise my people, and while eating dinner together was fine, sometimes whole meetings had to be called for more serious purposes. 
 
    ‘Okay, listen up everybody,’ I called out loudly. ‘As tribe master its always been me who’s in control of our gold supply – sure, I occasionally offload a little to people for trading purposes at the outpost, and everybody is kept well-fed and well-housed, but otherwise it usually rests in my hands. 
 
    ‘Now, as many of you have probably noticed, there’s a gigantic pile of gold sitting in the back of the cart right here. Over 18,000GP, to be precise. While I’ll be holding onto a considerable amount of it for the sake of the tribe’s financial security, we can also use a large chunk to improve everybody’s life. So, what would everybody like?’ 
 
    Everyone stared back at me with shocked or confused expressions. 
 
    ‘What?’ I continued. ‘Do I have something on my face?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ one of the fox-people said. ‘It is just… We have never been provided with control over gold supplies, big or small, even in our own tribe. It was always the job of the tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘I get that, but life here revolves around working, guard duty, eating and sleeping. We all deserve to make this place a little more comfortable.’ 
 
    ‘And occasionally taking moonseed,’ Eri said. ‘Although it is wise not to make that too much of a regular habit.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ I replied, pointing at her and winking. I returned to look out at the small crowd. ‘So… What does everybody want that doesn’t cost an extortionate amount of gold? Name it.’ 
 
    Another round of sceptical expressions, before- 
 
    ‘A new house would be nice,’ one of the fox-people said quietly. ‘We have been living well in the large wood dwelling in the south-west of the land, but another domain would be very useful…’ 
 
    ‘Don’t even give it a second thought,’ I said. ‘In fact, I’m an asshole for not getting a new house built earlier. We’ll pick up the supplies shortly. Anything else?’ 
 
    ‘Well…’ Cass said. ‘Some cushions for the chairs at our dining table wouldn’t be the worst thing in the world. The wood is awfully rough.’ 
 
    ‘Cushions?’ I repeated, almost in disbelief. ‘As many as you want. Come on, you guys can do better than this.’ 
 
    ‘We could use some new saddles for the horses,’ Ariadne said. ‘Santana and I were just talking about that the other day, weren’t we?’ 
 
    ‘We were, in fairness.’ 
 
    ‘That’s small change,’ I said. ‘Come on, what would make this place feel more like home?’ 
 
    From then on people came out of their proverbial shells a little more easily, and our shopping list began to grow. Only a few of the items were decorative, and even then they revolved around lanterns for the outside of houses and lookout posts, and a few books that people had always wanted copies of. 
 
    What a freaking world where a person couldn’t get a hold of a book. That needed to change. 
 
    Before heading out I turned to the sacks of gold and took up several handfuls, depositing them into my inventory fifty to sixty at a time. 
 
    ‘A plentiful bounty,’ Alorion said from my side, ‘but not exactly practical.’ 
 
    ‘You can say that again.’ 
 
    It took me almost an hour to transfer all of the gold over to my inventory by hand, but once it was done the number stood firm in my inventory. 
 
    Over 25,000GP. 
 
    I marvelled at the sight of the supplies, then readied myself to get back to business. 
 
    Myself and the girls headed to the trading post together and picked up whatever was on the shopping list that we could find, then returned to the land with it all. We had spent less than a thousand gold pieces in the process, and had managed to equip all of the houses with tools, equipment, trinkets and decorations. 
 
    After the considerable travelling that we had done, we turned in for the night and awoke at mid-morning the next day. We all needed to rest, but when a payday like this came along the temptation to spoil my wives was a little too much. 
 
    And there was only one place in the area that a tribe master could do that. 
 
    The array of items available at Ichabod’s Cove was of a much greater variety. We arrived in the early afternoon and scoured the levels together, for once paying a visit for the purpose of pleasure and not just business 
 
    Even if my wives could all kick ass, they all still had an eye for jewellery and there was something there for all of them – bracelets, necklaces, pearls, you name it. 
 
    Comfort and business sometimes overlapped, though, as I imagined they might during the visit to the land of the sun-elves. If I was taking my wives on a trip over such a long distance, we had to do it properly. 
 
    On the second level of the cove I found a merchant selling carts and wagons, and purchased a large wagon with arched protection acting as a roof designed to be pulled by two horses that would seat six inside for 900GP after trading in the cart we had brought with us and transferring over our purchased goods. 
 
    We parked up the wagon and the horses on the bottom level of the cove by the entrance under the watchful eye of a pair of goblin attendants, and after sternly warning them that I had checked on the contents of the wagon, my wives and I continued our search around the Cove for another hour. 
 
    ‘I think we’re pretty much set,’ I said as we looked out from the top level over the Cove at the end of our shopping spree. ‘The sun’s getting low, though.’ 
 
    ‘It is a damn good thing that we bought my apartment from Rook, then,’ Lara said. ‘What say we spend the night there?’ 
 
    ‘We might as well put it to use,’ Ariadne said. ‘That’s what it’s there for.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think we’re all going to fit into that bed?’ I said. ‘We do fine back at the land but only because the bed is as big as the apartment here.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll make it work,’ Lara winked. ‘Do not fret.’ 
 
    ‘If you say so,’ I replied. ‘I’m just not being the one who gets kicked out onto the floor.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure you won’t,’ Santana smiled. ‘There is just one more purchase we need to make before we head back.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Something for our dinner with the sun-elves,’ Ariadne said. ‘A few things, actually.’ 
 
    ‘And what would that be?’ 
 
    ‘That would ruin the surprise,’ Elera said, running a hand over my cheek. 
 
    I looked between my four wives, who were all giving me a knowing smile. They had obviously discussed this without me around. 
 
    ‘I’m afraid to ask what you girls have got up your sleeves,’ I said, shaking my head. ‘As long as it doesn’t make me bankrupt and you’re not planning on killing me in my sleep, do what you’re going to do.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you, master,’ Ariadne smiled, heading off with the girls as they laughed at my expense. ‘We won’t be long.’ 
 
    Yeah, I was definitely starting to be outnumbered by my wives, but that was never a bad thing in the bedroom – it just meant four unbelievably hot women fighting for my attention, and I was fine with that. 
 
    Ichabod’s Cove was still alive in the sunset that scattered across it, and without Alorion around I was left alone with an hour to spend on myself. 
 
    Being a tribe master was a full-time job with the running of the land always requiring my attention to be somewhere, and free time was a rarity. With everything purchased that we needed – aside from the girls’ mystery purchases, whatever they were – I could wander for a little while. 
 
    I made my way past the vendors, the occasional shopkeeper attempting to draw a last-minute customer like me in, but I had spent enough gold in the last day to last me a month. 
 
    I travelled down to the bottom level of the Cove, the point where the merchant ships resided. It was the same place where I had met Captain Archie, the sailor that had taken us downriver to the Black Patch where I had met Elera, and the very same spot where I had gotten rid of Coron, a young bandit who I had taken mercy on and given over to work on a merchant ship. 
 
    Neither the same merchant vessel nor Captain Archie’s tiny boat were in sight, but plenty of others were still docked up. 
 
    I made my way around the dock, keeping my hand rested firmly on the handle of my sword, and eyed the ships as I went. Some were smaller fishing boats, manned by deckhands reloading the final emptied fishing crates of the day, while others were a little larger, moving raw materials stored in chests up and down the river. 
 
    As I wandered, so did my mind. I hadn’t yet considered a definitive use for the land of the Gaalus Tribe that we had claimed. We could close up the mine and nurture the land, turning it into a secondary section for crop growth once it recovered, but there was no need for that right now considering our population. I needed more people. 
 
    If I could expand the mine further and truly delve into the abundance of ores down there, then turning it into a more industrial area might have been better. Barracks, coal-powered furnaces, weapons – if we were going to grow into a fighting force that was going to be respected in the area instead of being hidden the entire time, then we would need to start building supplies to fuel that force. 
 
    As I looked at the ships, though, more thoughts came to mind. With the new livestock supplies we were going to invest in, as well as a potential mine, we could start moving meat and crops downriver to other docks and trading posts. 
 
    But I didn’t know a damn thing about the trade, or the dangers that were involved in it. 
 
    Fortunately, somebody did. 
 
    ‘Master Jack! How are you on this fine evening?’ 
 
    ‘Still alive.’ 
 
    ‘That means you’re winning.’ 
 
    To my surprise I finally Captain Archie’s boat docked on the very edge of the cove, hidden behind several much larger vessels. 
 
    He was a high-elf that strayed from his tribe in search of gold and glory, hoping one day to return to his homeland to earn the affections of a woman he loved. 
 
    ‘You’re looking a little more well-kept than usual.’ 
 
    ‘I had a prosperous job recently, so decided to start cleaning up my act.’ 
 
    ‘What about the drinking?’ 
 
    ‘Let’s not get carried away.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘Anyway, what can I do for you?’ 
 
    ‘I’m looking into expanding my tribe’s operation into shipments. I know you don’t transport cargo aside from people and whatever fish you pick up, but I was wondering if you could fill me in on-’ 
 
    ‘Say no more! As a sailor wishing to expand his own fleet, I have been gathering knowledge on the topic for years. What can I tell you?’ 
 
    If he really had been gathering knowledge for years, I wondered how long it was going to take him to actually build this fleet of his. 
 
    Everybody needed a dream though. 
 
    ‘How much does a decent-sized merchant vessel cost? And how dangerous is it to ship produce downriver?’ 
 
    ‘The cost of a ship depends entirely on the size and quality of the vessel, but a standard ship may cost you… Perhaps 18,000GP? Give or take depending on your bartering skills of course.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I mused. Suddenly my new stash of gold didn’t seem so heavy. 
 
    ‘And that doesn’t include upkeep costs. Water may give life to all beings in the land, but it wears away at a boat every second. You’d need to worry about maintaining this vessel of yours.’ 
 
    ‘I’m more worried about having arrows fired at me like we did last time we took a journey downriver. What are the dangers? Should I expect to be attacked by more stray wood-elves?’ 
 
    ‘Only near the Black Patch, as far as I am aware. The river itself is often occupied by merchant or tribal vessels, but they do not usually cause trouble to each other. Of course, if you were to stray off into the more obscure subsections of the river, you may find more remote and unpleasant places. I would recommend being well-armed either way.’ 
 
    I had plenty to think about. I thanked Captain Archie for his help and continued my walk around the cove, picking up some fish to eat in the meantime from an evening stall and looking out over the peaceful scenery 
 
    We had spent plenty of gold, but it hadn’t made much of a dent in our supplies. 
 
    Even so, I couldn’t just rest on it. When I had first arrived in Agraria I had sold my gun for 1000GP and that had seemed like a fortune. 
 
    Now we were dealing with numbers almost twenty times that, and it was an amount that the sun-elves of Morelia had dropped for a freaking statue. 
 
    If that was what they were willing to fork over for something decorative, I could only begin to imagine just how much wealth they were actually sitting on. 
 
    Wealth meant a higher population, though. Artrix hadn’t mentioned the numbers that belonged to his tribe during our meeting, and considering the amount of gold he had casually dealt in I had little doubt how much he had stashed away. 
 
    It was a number I could aspire to, and eventually exceed. Agraria had recovered since the war that had decimated the land decades before my arrival, and now it was ripe for the taking. 
 
    Tribes were a shadow of their former glory, and now was as good a time as ever to take advantage of the land, to control it, to tame it, and to grow my wealth, my power and my population. 
 
    Excited at the thought, I spent a few more minutes dwelling on the future of my empire before heading back to The Drunken Steed. I had been wandering the cove for perhaps an hour now, and I had no doubt the girls would be back. 
 
    Come to think of it, four wives wasn’t that bad – sure, it was four times the trouble, but they could look after themselves in a group rather than it being one wife on her own, unprotected in a world filled with monsters. 
 
    The troll at the door stepped aside for me, knowing my face by now, and I headed inside. I gave Rook a nod as I passed, which he returned, then headed upstairs to the apartment. 
 
    Inside, the Elera and Ariadne were stripping down to their underwear and admiring their new jewellery. Elera was wearing white wrappings that barely covered her hips and breasts, while Ariadne was wearing black underwear that gripped her slim figure tightly. 
 
    ‘Find what you were looking for?’ I asked, admiring their bodies as I closed the door behind me and began to undress. 
 
    ‘Definitely,’ Ariadne smiled.  
 
    ‘Where are Lara and Santana?’ 
 
    ‘Still searching for what they need.’ 
 
    ‘And what is it they need? 
 
    ‘Well, that would ruin the surprise,’ Elera said. ‘We got something for you too, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘You did?’ 
 
    ‘Mmhmm,’ Elera said. ‘But as I said, it is a surprise.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure if I like surprises.’ 
 
    ‘We think that you will like this one.’ 
 
    I gave up on asking. Elera and Ariadne were obviously feeling too mischievous to reveal it just yet. 
 
    ‘As long as Lara and Santana are together,’ I remarked. ‘I don’t trust anywhere other than our land after dark, but they’re both more than capable of looking after each other, Lara especially.’ 
 
    I meant it; Lara had spent most of her life living in the cove. 
 
    ‘Maybe we can see them from here,’ Elera said, heading over to the open window and bending over before it as she looked out over the sunset view of the cove. I couldn’t resist the sight of her perky behind perched up as she arched her back. ‘Come take a look, husband.’ 
 
    ‘I trust your judgement,’ I replied. ‘Besides, the view’s fine from here.’ 
 
    ‘I think it could stand to get better,’ Ariadne said, stroking the glimmering gems at her neck. 
 
    ‘How is that?’ Elera asked, looking over her shoulder at her. 
 
    Ariadne smiled playfully and sauntered the few steps over to Elera. She dropped to her knees gracefully and ran her fingers into the wrappings around Elera’s waist, then pulled them down to her ankles, exposing her round, firm ass. 
 
    I could already feel myself getting hard at the perfect sight of my wives together, but seeing them undressing each other always drove me crazy. 
 
    With a supply, beckoning finger, Ariadne ushered me over to join them by the open window. 
 
    I wasn’t one for public exposure, but as I reached the girls, where Elera remained bending over and Ariadne stayed on her knees, slowly undoing my belt and pants, the open view onto the cove below sent a wave of excitement through me. 
 
    A few traders and citizens were still going about their business, completely unaware of what we were up to in the secluded apartment. 
 
    Ariadne finally pulled my throbbing cock from my pants, taking me in her hand and jerking me lightly before pressing her wet tongue to the base of my shaft and running herself all the way to my tip. 
 
    I groaned out, my sounds of pleasure finished off as Elera joined me with a light, low moan. Managing to drag my eyes away from Ariadne wrapping her soft lips around the head of my cock, I caught sight of my nymph, running a hand between her slender blue legs as she touched herself in anticipation. 
 
    Ariadne moaned at my taste, her furred ears twitching as she took me deeper into her mouth, soaking my ridges. 
 
    She took me inch by inch until I could resist her no longer. I ran my hands into her hair and thrusted into the mouth as she ran her soft hands up my hips beneath my shirt, caressing my abs while I fucked her mouth. 
 
    With a final thrust she took all of me, lapping hungrily at my shaft before I pulled from her. 
 
    She breathed deeply as she laughed, and I couldn’t wait to have her again, but she and Elera had a different plan. 
 
    Ariadne guided me over to Elera’s firm ass, almost leading me by my cock as my throbbing hardness touched the wetness between her legs. 
 
    My nymph moaned out loudly as I entered her from behind, commanding her hips in my hands. 
 
    There was no way that somebody hadn’t heard us down there yet, but as my nymph shook her ass on my cock, begging me to take her, I realized that I didn’t care. 
 
    Soaked in the wetness of Ariadne’s mouth, I pulled out of Elera and pushed back into her, feeling her tight body in my strong hands as she arched her back further than I even thought possible. 
 
    ‘Yes, husband… Yes…!’ 
 
    Her moans were like a drug as she gripped the ledge of the window. Her walls grew tighter around me, gripping my shaft desperately as I fucked her how she wanted it. 
 
    I felt a soft brush against my back as Ariadne stood, running her hands over my body from behind. 
 
    Enveloped in the bodies of my wives, I closed my eyes and revelled in the soft press of their warm, firm bodies against me. 
 
    Having my body battered and cut was the cost of triumph in this land, but my wives made it worth it. 
 
    Ariadne pulled away and moved to Elera’s side, bending over before the window next to her and pulling her underwear down, exposing her round ass. 
 
    As I fucked Elera, I slid a hand over to Ariadne’s behind and felt the smooth curve of her body. 
 
    I slowed in taking Elera and pulled myself from her, sliding into Ariadne’s tightness and thrusting into her in the same way. 
 
    My wives all felt different, but every one of them was an expert at pleasuring me. 
 
    ‘Gods…’ Ariadne moaned, lowering her head before Elera raised it again with a touch of a finger to her chin. 
 
    They smiled at each other before kissing passionately, the sight of them only driving me wilder with desire. 
 
    ‘Fuck…’ I groaned. ‘You girls are going to kill me…’ 
 
    ‘Please remember to share, husband,’ Elera moaned. ‘Give us both your seed…’ 
 
    The pleasure of their walls wrapped around my cock was enough to finish me in seconds, but Elera’s smooth voice was more than I could take. 
 
    I pulled myself from Ariadne as I felt myself about to finish. In a smooth instant, Elera guided both she and Ariadne to their knees before me. 
 
    They kissed passionately, their naked bodies pressed together as I finished myself onto them uncontrollably, covering their faces as they kissed. 
 
    By the time I was finished my body was shaking with the aftermath of the ecstasy and adrenaline that had exploded through me. 
 
    Joined in passion, Ariadne and Elera licked up my juices, looking me in the eyes intensely as they did so. 
 
    ‘Still alive, husband?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘Just,’ I breathed. 
 
    Suddenly the door opened behind me. I turned to see Lara and Santana entering the room. 
 
    ‘Oh, my…’ Santana smiled, her cheeks going red. ‘The things that we stumble on…’ 
 
    ‘How dare you start without us?’ Lara said jokingly. ‘We need your seed too, you know?’ 
 
    ‘I am afraid that our husband may have given it all to us,’ Elera laughed. 
 
    ‘Well, that will not do,’ Lara said, crossing her arms and looking me up and down.  
 
    I was in for a long night, but it was one that I would never want to end, just like every other night with my wives. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    We headed back to the land early the next day and unloaded the horses. I made the rounds, headed with Alorion to the trading post in order to unload the latest haul of crops, then made the decision that had been sitting in the back of my mind ever since we had left the forest west of Grayholde. 
 
    Today was the day, and we were going to a dinner party. 
 
    With the increased numbers at the land, as well as the improved quality of defenses that we had put in place with the harpoon guns and the armed guards upon each tower, I took some comfort in the fact that it would be well-defended without I, my wives or Alorion there. 
 
    Even so, I had to take extra precautions. Alorion and I worked quickly to place the additional bombs around the perimeter line of the land. 
 
    I ensured that the entire tribe was informed, too; if traps or bombs were placed within our land and a tribe member happened to walk over them, they wouldn’t be set off. 
 
    Beyond the land that I controlled, though? Anybody was fair game to be blown up, and everyone had to be aware of where the traps were. 
 
    With my duties completed and my group ready, we were good to go. 
 
    So, a little after midday, we set off in the carriage to their tribal lands, a place farther than I had ever travelled before. 
 
    A few miles from the tribal land of the Sun-Elves of Morelia, Elera poked her head through the opening of the wagon just behind me. 
 
    ‘Can we stop for a moment?’ She asked. 
 
    ‘Bathroom break?’ I replied. 
 
    ‘No – we have to get changed.’ 
 
    ‘Changed into what?’ 
 
    ‘What did you think we were buying at Ichabod’s Cove?’ Ariadne asked, sticking her head through the gap alongside Elera. ‘You did not really think that we would be arriving at a celebration with another tribe dressed in our work clothes, did you?’ 
 
    ‘I hadn’t actually thought about it.’ 
 
    ‘You do not think about a lot of things, do you, Tall-man?’ 
 
    ‘I’m usually thinking about how to make sure everyone stays alive. Forgive me if I occasionally forget to buy a new tie.’ 
 
    ‘What is tie?’ 
 
    ‘Forget it. Let’s stop for a minute.’ 
 
    I brought the wagon to a stop in a secluded area between some trees. My wives exited onto the forest floor, Ariadne last, who was carrying a pile of folded clothes that she laid down carefully on the edge of the wagon. 
 
    ‘I shall allow you some privacy,’ Alorion said, waving to us while he tended to the horses at the front of the cart. 
 
    ‘So what have you got?’ I asked, looking between them. 
 
    ‘Some things for us,’ Lara said. ‘And something for you.’ 
 
    ‘For me?’ 
 
    ‘We picked it together. The wives of a tribe master must ensure that he looks the part, after all.’ 
 
    For all their attitude and sass, my wives sure did take care of me too. 
 
    They were all pretty damn excited about trying on what they had purchased. All I could do was hold my breath. 
 
    We all stripped down by the back of the wagon, and Ariadne handed out the carefully-folded dresses from the back that the girls had spent so much time deciding on at the cove. 
 
    I had been impatient at the time about how long it had taken them to buy these mystery items, but as Ariadne handed them out and they began to change into them, I suddenly didn’t feel so bad about having to wait a while for them to decide. 
 
    Lara pulled on a long, black number that pushed up her large breasts and hugged her slender body right up until it reached her hips. From there it covered her legs on one side, but made way for an opening on the other that left a large slit sliding down to her ankle. Whenever she made a move it made the material flutter, teasingly revealing her leg right up to her hip – just an inch more and I would have seen her underwear beneath it. 
 
    Elera adorned herself with a startling orange dress that covered her body loosely, contrasting her blue skin sharply. As she knotted the ties behind her back with ease, the dress didn’t tighten all that much, but at least it secured to her body – she never liked wearing clothes because of how restrictive they felt. 
 
    Santana wore a graceful red dress that reflected a darker shade of the colour of her hair. It was a summer dress, similar in style to those that she often wore back at the land, but made from finer material, with two straps that gripped her shoulders, ending with a perfect combination of grace and sex appeal just above her knees. 
 
    Ariadne, my foxgirl, wore a brown leather dress that wrapped around her breasts, left a patch of her navel exposed, then stretched down to her thighs, just above her knees. The colour matched her ears perfectly, and ignited her eyes like they were on fire. 
 
    I had been so distracted by watching them get dressed that I had fallen behind in putting my own clothes on.  
 
    I had not yet attended a black-tie function in Agraria, but my wives had ensured that I would look the part. 
 
    Earth’s high-profile events were attended by folks clad in tuxedos and Gucci outfits that would be worn once before being thrown to the back of a closet for all time, but I had a feeling that this was much different. 
 
    For one, we weren’t in an air-conditioned high-rise apartment being served entrees by penguin-waiters. 
 
    We were in the outdoors, walking upon dried ground matted with crunching leaves and twigs. Our footwear only served to reflect that fact, as we all opted for boots, the girls a little smaller and more modest than my own. 
 
    My own outfit consisted of a pair of slim-fitted, darkened leather pants that fit my lean, muscular legs but were loose enough that they didn’t cause me any discomfort. A black leather belt with a smoothed steel buckle wrapped around them, tucked into which was a thick white shirt beneath a brown jacket. 
 
    I loved the whole thing, but it was the jacket that I took the most pride in. These kinds of items might have been mass-produced back on Earth, but in this land it would have likely taken a hundred man-hours to create. As well as that, the girls were right; I had to project an image of prosperity in some sense. 
 
    It was part of the reason that we had waited until we were half a mile clear of the meeting-point to start screaming with joy and rubbing gold over our bodies like it was an aphrodisiac. I didn’t want it to come across that the 18,000GP was such a massive number to us, or Artrix would have me and the tribe by our collective, metaphorical balls. 
 
    Suddenly I realized why people at those high-society parties I mentioned sucked up to the rich so much. 
 
    And yeah, if you’re wondering, I felt like a gigantic sell-out. But it had to be done. 
 
    ‘One more thing,’ Ariadne purred, returning to the back of the wagon. ‘It is not customary to draw weapons during tribal meetings. Such a motion is seen as an act of violence before a sword is even swept or an arrow fired. But there is no need to stow your weapon away within your inventory. It is better that it be sheathed and out in the open, to demonstrate a willingness to fight if need be. So… Here.’ 
 
    From the back of the wagon Ariadne produced a new sheath for my long sword. It was made from fine, tough bronze, although it looked like it had been used. 
 
    ‘Did you buy this second-hand?’ I asked. ‘I mean, it’s wonderful, don’t get me wrong, but won’t it make us come across as, I don’t know… Cheap?’ 
 
    Elera scoffed and slapped me on the shoulder. 
 
    ‘I will have you know, Tall-man, that we had the blacksmith strike it with blades… Although I confess that I forget why. Why did we do this again?’ 
 
    ‘The bronze is of a high quality,’ Lara answered, ‘but it cannot look as if it has never been used. A weapon and a sheath with no marks is a clear sign that they has never been used, which would suggest that its user is not a fighter. You are, husband, and your appearance should reflect that.’ 
 
    I took the sheath from her and admired it, then clipped it to my belt and equipped my sword. It fit perfectly. 
 
    ‘What the hell would I do without you girls?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Be murdered by an enemy tribe?’ Elera said in earnest. 
 
    ‘In all likelihood,’ Ariadne laughed. 
 
    ‘But,’ Lara continued. ‘Even with your sword out in the open, we have decided to not do the same. We are taking a more… Covert approach, should I say?’ 
 
    Before I could ask what she meant, Lara raised her leg and steadied her foot on the back of the wagon. The slit in the side caused her black dress to fall from her leg, revealing a hint of the black underwear at her hips. 
 
    I had seen her naked a hundred times, but that slight move still sent a wave of excitement through me. 
 
    I didn’t have time to dwell on it though. In a swift movement Lara pulled two items out of her inventory – a large hunting knife and a sheath connected to a strap. 
 
    ‘So…’ I said slowly. ‘You know that whole thing about not trying to kill anybody? Are we still sticking with that?’ 
 
    ‘This is just for protection, Jack. Everybody knows the movement for opening an inventory, and if it looks like anybody is going for a weapon I’ve no doubt that Artrix’s guards will be all over us. If things go awry, we want to be prepared.’ 
 
    ‘I shall try not to freeze anything,’ Elera said. ‘But what is useful about my abilities is that they cannot be seen until they are used.’ 
 
    ‘Fair point,’ I admitted, looking over at Ariadne and Santana sceptically. ‘Should I ask what you two are hiding?’ 
 
    Ariadne shot me a sly smile, her ears twitching slightly. 
 
    ‘Hiding a scimitar in this dress?’ She remarked. ‘How many spare spaces do you think I have?’ 
 
    My foxgirl hiked up the hem of her dress and removed a similar strap to Lara’s from her inventory, but instead of one sheath there were six, equally spaced along the length of the leather. 
 
    In every one she placed a small, sharp throwing knife. 
 
    ‘Last time I checked you only had two hands,’ I said. 
 
    ‘And the last time I checked, picking up throwing knives was something only afforded when our enemies are small in numbers.’ 
 
    ‘I have nothing upon my person,’ Santana said, holding up her hands. ‘I am only proficient with a crossbow. Are… Are we really expecting a fight to break out?’ 
 
    ‘That’s the last thing that I want to happen,’ I said firmly. ‘We’re in their territory. They’re wealthy, they’ve probably got a lot of citizens and just as many guards. We’re here to build connections, not get ourselves killed. No weapons, no fighting – that is the absolute last resort. Unless we’re backed into a corner, I don’t even want to see a weapon, apart from the one round my waist, which will be kept firmly in its sheath.’ 
 
    My wives all nodded in agreement and finished hiding their weapons away, all save for Santana. After what I had said she looked a little more comfortable, but there was still a hint of reluctance on her face. 
 
    ‘Hey,’ I said, taking her aside, ‘we’re going to be all right.’ 
 
    ‘I know…’ She said. ‘I am fine, really. This is just… Another new experience, shall we say?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah. I’ve been having a lot of those lately, actually.’ 
 
    ‘Well,’ she smiled, ‘let us hope that it continues.’ 
 
    With our outfits on and our weapons equipped, we remounted the wagon and continued through the untamed wilderness. 
 
    After another mile had passed by, it became apparent that we were heading in the right direction. 
 
    The signs were subtle at first – pleasant scents on the air, strange markings upon the trees which I surmised to be letters from a language I had never heard of. 
 
    Then came the models. 
 
    At first I thought they were bird’s nests composed by a sophisticated creature, but more and more began to appear, hanging from tree branches. Each was more elaborate than the last, tied to strings and turning steadily in the breeze; stick figures, elaborately-organised twigs in patterns, all hanging by thin pieces of rope from the branches of the trees around us. 
 
    Each was different from the last, save for the same symbol that kept appearing over and over again, carved into trees. 
 
    It was crude, but all were roughly identical; a tree, sounded by arrows and swords that were all pointing inwards towards it. 
 
    I felt like I was stumbling upon an ancient civilisation, uncontacted by the outside world. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Alorion muttered from the seat next to me. He clambered up to sit atop the wagon and looked ahead. ‘Yes, I see it.’ 
 
    A few seconds later the perimeter fence of the sun-elf tribe’s land came into view. 
 
    It was similar to my own, standing eight-feet tall and grounded firmly into the earth below, but its surrounding elements bore several differences. Standing before the fence were hundreds of beams facing outwards, with ends so severely sharpened their tips would cause a cut at the touch. 
 
    It was a sharp contrast to the decorative features in the thick, red-barked trees that filled the forest in the surrounding area, the same colour of which could be seen in the guard towers that stood inside the perimeter fence, similar to my own, towering over our place as their elven occupants judged us from above. 
 
    There were far more watchtowers than back at my own land. The closer I got the more I could see the curvature of the perimeter line, informing me that the land covered a much larger space than my own. There would be at least twenty covering the whole perimeter, and that was a conservative estimate. 
 
    We approached the gates, where an image of a sun was carved into the wood, slowing the horses to a crawling pace just twenty yards away. 
 
    An elven guard stood either side of them, wearing the same armor that those at the meeting had been wearing. Spears were clasped in their hands, the sharpened ends pointing to the sky. 
 
    I pulled our wagon to a stop at the gate and looked between the two guards. They didn’t acknowledge me in the slightest, but it didn’t seem like a good idea to go knocking on the door like I was delivering a package. 
 
    Even with the violence of this world, being polite and formal was the best approach when dealing with a stranger. 
 
    ‘Uhh…’ I muttered quietly, looking at Alorion with a raised eyebrow, and then back at the guards, ‘I believe I received an invitation to a celebration tonight. I request entry to the land of the sun-elves of Morelia.’ 
 
    Not a single mutter or gesture. Neither of the guards at the gate looked my way, nor did those in the watchtowers. 
 
    ‘What is happening out there?’ Elera whispered through to us. 
 
    ‘We’re looking into it,’ I whispered back to her. 
 
    Alorion and I exchanged another look. 
 
    ‘Perhaps we knock on the door?’ My imp said to me in a hushed tone. ‘These guards do not seem responsive…’ 
 
    I was seriously considering it when a loud clunk sounded on the other side of the gate. 
 
    I knew that sound. It was the bar being removed from the gates that blocked any unwanted visitors from gaining access. 
 
    As they slowly swung wide, I wondered whether or not we fitted into that category. 
 
    The first thing I saw was the two guards pulling the gates open. They quickly gave way onto the majestic lands within, which sprawled out as I prompted the horses forwards and I brought our small group onto the foreign land. 
 
    In the sunset glow of the evening the land of the sun elves had taken on an orange and purple sheen, bathing the myriad houses that filled the land in carefully organised sections. 
 
    The tribe was an exercise in grace and efficiency, and as we made our way through I could only take mental notes of its layout – not just the closest exits in the event that we had to make a break for it, but how well-organised everything was. 
 
    Overshadowing it all was the tree that stood at the centre of every tribal land. In contrast to my own, its trunk was a lighter colour, and the abundant leaves clinging to its branches had taken on a beautiful, light orange shade. 
 
    Artrix was standing before the tree, with several other sun-elves standing to his sides. He had swapped his armor for an intricately-patterned gown that fell to the ground below and covered his hands like the cloak of a wizard. 
 
    I pulled the horses to a stop and jumped down with Alorion by my side. My wives exited the wagon, hopping out and moving to my side, Lara and Santana on my left and Elera and Ariadne on my right. 
 
    I tried to cast away the thought of the sheer number of weapons stashed on our persons, and that didn’t even include my power stones and the Dagger of Concealment that could land in my hand with the utterance of a single word. 
 
    Backstab. 
 
    I moved forwards to stand before Artrix and his companions with my wives either side of me, while Alorion waited with the wagon. 
 
    The leader of the sun-elves surveyed my group for a moment before smiling and heading down the steps with his own group in-tow. 
 
    ‘I would thank the gods that you made the decision to come on this delightful evening,’ he started, ‘but I would conclude that you made this decision of your own volition.’ 
 
    ‘I’d like to think that all of my choices are my own,’ I smiled, shaking hands with him. ‘That being said, the decision was that of my wives.’ 
 
    ‘As are many,’ he smiled. ‘For what is a tribe master without the guidance of the women at his side?’ 
 
    The girls all introduced themselves in the most charming way possible. I had had reservations about Elera and whether she would have trouble in a situation like this, but she was in her element; my nymph had spent most of her life seducing men, and she knew how to play the part of a charming woman. 
 
    ‘A pleasure to make your acquaintances,’ he smiled to all of them, bearing a gentlemanly charm of his own. ‘Please, meet my people.’ 
 
    Artrix gestured to his companions, who all moved forward to his sides. 
 
    Two women appeared first, one moving to either side of Artrix. They both stood six-feet tall, sporting golden hair and beautiful faces matched by their golden gowns. 
 
    ‘My wives, Carenia and Hesia,’ Artrix introduced, and they both nodded to us with a comforting smile. It was a far cry from Werger’s tweaked-out, drug-addled wives. ‘And these are my dear kin…’ 
 
    To the left side, by Carenia, a male sun-elf appeared. Magical beings in Agraria aged differently to me, that much I knew, so it was impossible for me to tell how old this sun-elf really was, but physically he looked just a few years younger than myself, putting him around 24 or 25. His outfit was a combination of battle-wear and attire more appropriate for the evening, the latter of which was causing him to look slightly uncomfortable. 
 
    In contrast to the knowing, peaceful expression on Artrix’s face, as well as that on the face of his wives, the younger elf’s face was much more stern, almost bearing a scowl as he stared back at me from dark eyes grafted deeply into his face. His blonde hair fell to his shoulders, framing his sharp, angular face, where he looked down at me from a height several inches taller than my own. 
 
    ‘My son, Ralos,’ Artrix continued. 
 
    Of course – first in line to the throne, no doubt. 
 
    It wasn’t often that I found myself being looked down upon by men in this world, unless I was making dealings with a centaur or coming face to face with Rook’s troll bodyguard. 
 
    I wouldn’t have minded it, either, if he hadn’t acted the way he did. 
 
    We shook hands, his grip feeling a little tighter than it needed to be, which I automatically returned. I hadn’t even shared a word with this asshole yet, and already he was giving evil eyes. 
 
    Two can play at this game, motherfucker. 
 
    I resisted the urge to break his hand. If it came down to it, a parent would always put their offspring before anybody else, no matter how much of a dick they were. 
 
    Only then, looking him in the eyes, did I realize who it was that I was meeting. 
 
    The second-in-command with the stern, tough expression from our original dealing with the bluestone. 
 
    Obviously he was being primed for leadership one day. 
 
    The final member of the group, a female sun-elf, stepped forward from Hesia’s side on the right. 
 
    She was in her mid-twenties, standing tall, the same height as Artrix’s wives, a few inches below myself. Her golden blonde hair and her tall, slim frame made her look like a freaking supermodel; her slight, pretty face had an intimidating look to it, but in a second I realized the kind of girl she was – if she were back on Earth she would be chewing gum and clacking her enormous fake nails over her phone screen, scrolling endlessly. 
 
    ‘And my daughter, Mariana.’ 
 
    I didn’t know whether to go for the handshake or the kiss on the cheek, but the moment Artrix said those words I went for the lightest handshake possible. 
 
    Her silently judgemental face could only be outdone by her brother’s as we shook hands. 
 
    What a charming duo. 
 
    ‘Your imp can ferry the wagon of yours to the stables, where your horses may indulge in dinner.’ 
 
    I turned to look over at Alorion and shot him a wink. He looked confused for a moment, then nodded in realisation, took the reins of the horses and set off, guided by a sun-elf guard. 
 
    ‘This is an impressive home you have,’ I commented genuinely, returning to Artrix. ‘I’d love a tour of the place, if you have the time.’ 
 
    ‘We shall, but later this evening. You are the guests of honour this night, and you shall be treated as such. Let us begin the festivities.’ 
 
    Artrix and his family led the five of us from the tree to the eastern section of his large tribal lands. With every step that we took in following them I scanned the entire area obsessively. 
 
    Artrix had taken full advantage of using his totems to re-structure how the land was laid out; we passed a large section of houses which moved onto farmland, livestock grazing in a field outside of a series of well-kept barns, as well as something that showed the true power of his homegrown fighting force – a barracks with a training area. 
 
    Right now these areas were empty, for as we passed by each section we found ourselves in the midst of groups of more sun-elves, all dressed in a more relaxed ceremonial attire than those we had seen during our initial meeting. 
 
    Many looked our way as we headed towards our unknown destination. 
 
    That wasn’t to say that all had their guard down, though. Considering the size of the barracks I had no doubt that many of the sun-elves were well-trained in combat, if not all of them, and as I looked towards the perimeter and the guard towers that lined it, I could still see the armored guards with their bows in hand, surveying the wilderness for signs of an attacker. 
 
    Were they always this cautious? Seeing so many guards at the ready began to make me think that I was being seriously lax with my security back at our land, even with people on watch every hour of the day. 
 
    I had more than a few questions on my mind, but they were all set aside as we reached the clearing that would be our base for the evening. 
 
     
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seven 
 
      
 
    An array of tables were set out upon the large area of trimmed grass that lay before us. Situated in the centre of it all was a tall object, measuring almost ten-feet in height. Covered by a large sheet, I had little doubt that it was the statue that had been constructed out of the bluestone we had sold. 
 
    ‘Any ideas on who it is they’re commemorating?’ I whispered to Lara. 
 
    ‘Not a single one. An ancestor, perhaps? Or a fallen soldier?’ 
 
    ‘That’d make sense. The security here is tight as can be.’ 
 
    We followed Artrix and his companions through the centre of the clearing, passing amongst the tables and beneath the long, sunset-shadow of the cloaked statue before we reached a longer, raised table sitting atop a podium. 
 
    I couldn’t help but feel like we were sitting at the main table of a wedding. 
 
    I prayed that I wasn’t out of the loop about this being some kind of elaborate marrying-off ceremony. 
 
    We all took a seat, with Artrix sitting to my left and my wives to my right. To my admiration, they all held their faces with a calm control and kept their cool, despite the fact that they were all hiding weapons on their persons. 
 
    Once everybody had taken their seats, Artrix stood. 
 
    Every member of the tribe went quiet. I exchanged a look with my wives. 
 
    ‘It is an uncommon day,’ Artrix began, addressing his people, ‘when a sun-elf of this tribe comes to stand by the side of an outsider. Even greater still, it is an oddity that this may be done upon his own land, before his own people, and without weapons drawn. 
 
    ‘Master Jack, of the Orakin Tribe, has kindly bestowed upon us the bluestone necessary for the construction of the statue that we unveil here upon our land today. It is my hope that we may continue such small alliances with the Orakin Tribe in the future.’ 
 
    The sun-elves began to applaud – even that motion was graceful. Not too aggressive and not too quiet. 
 
    From my side, Ariadne nudged me lightly in the ribs. 
 
    I stood up and nodded my head, holding up a hand in appreciation. I had never been in a situation like this in my life, and while I wasn’t exactly one to get embarrassed, it still felt a little weird. 
 
    I had killed a guy, slaughtered his guards, stolen his possessions, sold some of his possessions to another man, told that man just what I had done, and now his people were applauding me. 
 
    Only in Agraria. 
 
    Only then, with every pair of eyes in the tribe looking my way, did I truly feel like I was beyond the point of deepness within enemy territory. 
 
    I had never felt so out of place in my entire freaking life, and what’s more is that I was sitting next to an elf who seemed to possess the ability to read my every thought. 
 
    There was no doubt how he had landed in this position of power in the first place. 
 
    But that didn’t mean his citizens could do the same, and when it came to confidence the old adage of faking it until you had it was true – so I pretended that this wasn’t the most bizarre experience of my life, and put on a face that said one thing – ‘I’m happy to be hear.’ 
 
    ‘Let us admire the fruits of his labour, and of our people.’ 
 
    Artrix beckoned his hands to the two sun-elves that stood by the side of the covered statue. Mechanically, they brought their hands to the sheet that covered it and pulled it back, revealing the work. 
 
    It was a finely detailed depiction of Artrix, clad in armor with a spear clutched in his hand. 
 
    The craftsmanship was stunning. It had taken Michelangelo three years to craft the statue of David, and here was this thing produced in three days. 
 
    What was stranger was the fact that it was him, though. 
 
    Artrix didn’t seem like the type to have a statue crafted depicting himself, especially while he was still alive. 
 
    Egos could be hidden, though. 
 
    I decided not to ask, instead joining in with the sun-elves and my wives in applauding. 
 
    ‘Now,’ Artrix continued. ‘Let us enjoy the spoils of our land on this beautiful evening.’ 
 
    From there, the humdrum of conversation quickly filled the clearing as the tables began to enjoy steaming food brought forward by an array of sun-elves who moved sharply and deftly between the tables, setting down platters of elaborately constructed meats and vegetables. 
 
    In no time the table before us was spread with enough food to feed I and my wives for a week, while the statue was quickly removed by a group of sun-elves. 
 
    My natural instinct was to be concerned about it being laced with God-knows-what, but a moment later Artrix leaned to me slightly and asked: 
 
    ‘Would you mind terribly?’ 
 
    He nodded to the steaming bird before me – I surmised it to be chicken, the same kind that we had recently purchased to populate the Rourke Homestead. 
 
    ‘After you, please,’ I said, pushing a smile to my lips. 
 
    ‘I understand the scepticisms you may have, Master Jack, but you have no reason to be afraid. Killing you would bring little joy to me, nor would it be of any use. I simply wish to build a bridge between our tribes, not burn one to the ground.’ 
 
    Artrix stabbed gently at a slice of chicken on the platter before me and set it down on his plate, taking his knife in his other hand, cutting it in half and then placing it into his mouth. 
 
    He chewed delicately, then put it away, washing it down with a little wine. It had all been poured from the same bottle, something that I had seen myself. 
 
    ‘But,’ Artrix continued, ‘I understand your cautiousness entirely. Please, if it is not too rude of my elves mind to request-’ He passed me his plate ‘-serve me the poison.’ 
 
    He shot me the widest smile he had yet to give me, which wasn’t saying too much. 
 
    Still, there was no way that I was risking this on the guy’s word. I had just met him. 
 
    So I did just as he asked. I served him carrots and potatoes and tomatoes, and yet more turkey, all drizzled in a decadent sauce. 
 
    I returned it to him, and he began to dig in to it all. 
 
    I turned to the girls and nodded, and they set about feeding themselves. 
 
    ‘I hope you will forgive me,’ I said bluntly after filling up my own plate and beginning my meal. ‘It’s not often that I get invited to a dinner like this, never mind with another tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘There is no need to apologise. I have told you my views on the matter already.’ 
 
    ‘You have? 
 
    ‘In our first meeting, did I not? I have no interest in the rivalries between outside tribes. You, on the other hand, present a civility that is uncommon in this violent world of ours. That is rare, and I cannot afford to simply dismiss it. I would rather have a tribe like yours by my side than opposite me. It is a sensible manner of course for both of us.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement, and raised my wine glass. 
 
    Artrix looked at the glass in confusion. 
 
    ‘Are you requesting that I drink this, human?’ 
 
    ‘No,’ I smiled. ‘It is a custom amongst my, uhh… People. You push your glasses together to recognise something… Good.’ 
 
    ‘I see…’ Artrix said, raising his glass and pressing it to mine. We both drank and set our glasses down. ‘Where does such a custom originate?’ 
 
    ‘There’s something I do know – in my world, a thousand years ago, knights would knock their glasses together so that the wine would splash into each other’s glasses. That way they would know that their wine was not poisoned. There wasn’t much trust, even among knights.’ 
 
    ‘It seems that things are not so different in this world,’ Artrix replied. 
 
    I and the girls continued with our meal. 
 
    The other sun-elves might not have been so observant, but Artrix was by my side constantly – the girls talked quietly to each other, but the only questions I had were ones that would offend; what they thought of these people, any observations they had made, or any concerns. 
 
    I stayed alert, occasionally nudging my arm to my side to check the presence of my sword, but otherwise decided to indulge in the food that was offered up. 
 
    It seemed that the elves had food to waste, and as I reached breaking point I watched in awe as the other elves continued to eat, gracefully but greedily. Their consumption didn’t reflect their tall, slim figures, especially when it came to the amount of wine that they were burning through. 
 
    Part-way through our meal the bluestone statue of Artrix was manoeuvred into a wagon by a group of workers, who carted it off into parts unknown. 
 
    ‘Where are they taking it?’ I asked Artrix, tilting my head towards him. 
 
    ‘Somewhere more… Solitary.’ He seemed to decide on the last word with a little reluctance. ‘It is somewhere that I would be happy to show you, if you should desire? I imagine that we have much to talk about.’ 
 
    ‘We do?’ I asked curiously. 
 
    ‘If it is not too bold a request, Master Jack, I have many questions for you. And not to sound presumptuous, but I would suppose you have many yourself.’ 
 
    The sun-elf master might have been able to see through me, but one thing I appreciated about him was his straightforward attitude. Even if he believed in polite customs, he tended to get to the point. 
 
    ‘What about my wives? You understand that I care for their safety, right?’ 
 
    ‘I understand your concerns completely, but let me assure you that they will be completely safe. You do not have to trust my words, but one thing you should know about me is that I mean what I say.’ 
 
    Trust was still on a wire for the time being, but if they were going to kill us they would do it either way, whether I was with my wives or not. 
 
    I turned to Santana and brought my lips to her ear, brushing her strawberry-blonde hair aside subtly with two fingers like a pair of drawn curtains. 
 
    Before I even had a chance to talk she placed a delicate hand on my thigh and squeezed me lightly, turning her head further left and moving her lips to my ear. 
 
    ‘Go…’ She whispered. ‘The girls and I can look after ourselves.’ 
 
    ‘You’re unarmed…’ 
 
    ‘But they are not.’ 
 
    ‘Okay. Stay together, and head to the wagon if anything goes wrong.’ 
 
    ‘We will.’ 
 
    She drew away from me, brushing her soft, full lips over my cheek gently as she did. 
 
    For all the cuts and scars and bites that I endured in this world, the soft touch of one of my wives always sent a shiver through me. 
 
    I repressed it and returned to Artrix. 
 
    ‘Would you mind if I spoke to my imp briefly?’ 
 
    A few minutes later I was heading through the land alone in the direction of the stables. Towards the south of the land I finally found the stables. My own were a far-cry from the impressive size of those here, comprising a small courtyard where the grass had been reduced to dried, light-brown dirt long ago by an age of animal hooves clopping against the earth. 
 
    A series of stalls that surrounded the courtyard were occupied by the strange purple steeds that Artrix and his guards had commanded during our first meeting in the forest. 
 
    In a corner, occupying their own miniature courtyard and stored in neat rows, were a series of wagons and carriages. It didn’t take long for me to spot Arabelle and Myranthia, their heads bowed as they drank thirstily from a large trough of water. 
 
    ‘You two are safe,’ I said, crossing to them and patting their backs. ‘But where’s the cart…?’ 
 
    I journeyed through the myriad carriages that were lined up at the back of the stables like cars in a parking lot. 
 
    Somewhere among them all I heard a low screeching, which eventually became high-pitched. 
 
    Someone was being attacked. 
 
    I hurried through them, getting closer to the noise, before finally finding the source of the sounds. 
 
    It was my own carriage. 
 
    ‘Hold on!’ 
 
    The back of the carriage was shaking lightly. I hurried up to the back without thinking, ready to draw my sword. 
 
    I jumped onto the step at the back, pulled back one of the curtains and looked in. 
 
    For the sake of your own sanity, I don’t want to describe what it is that I witnessed in the darkness of the carriage. 
 
    All I’ll say is that it was enough for me to stagger back and press my palms to my eyes, half-screaming- 
 
    ‘Oh, God! My eyes…!’ 
 
    Only half of my reaction was sarcasm. The other half was legitimate, scarred terror. 
 
    I had seen a lot of incredible, weird and disgusting shit since arriving in Agraria, but somehow none of it compared to seeing a pair of imps mating – especially when one of them was my own. 
 
    ‘Jack!’ I spun around to see Alorion’s head peaking out from between the carriage curtains. ‘I thought that you were at the dinner!’ 
 
    ‘I was, I just came to check on you.’ 
 
    ‘My apologies for anything that you may have seen just then… I just happened to run into Aurora, the imp of the tribe, and, well…’ 
 
    ‘It’s fine, bud, it’s fine,’ I said, laughing a little. I quelled it and moved a little closer, dropping my voice to a whisper. ‘Anyway, what are you doing? What about all of that low-confidence stuff you were telling me about just a few weeks ago? 
 
    ‘What can I say? She has brought it out in me.’ 
 
    ‘And Nyah? I thought you liked her. What about that dance-thing you did?’ 
 
    ‘She was rather enticing, but she was playing hard-to-get, as you say. It is not only tribe masters who are permitted more than one mate in this land, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘That’s a fair point.’ 
 
    Then, from within the carriage a sensuous call went out: 
 
    ‘Alorion, return to me. Bring that talented tongue of yours back here.’ 
 
    My imp looked back over at me, his mouth clasped shut, mirroring my own flat expression. 
 
    ‘I didn’t need to hear that,’ I said, then burst out laughing. Even Alorion managed a laugh. ‘Two things - I’m going for a tour of the land with Artrix. If anything goes wrong I’ve told the girls to meet you here. Keep your wits about you.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Jack. And the second matter?’ 
 
    ‘My wives travel in that wagon. Clean it out when you’re done… Doing whatever you’re doing.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘How many times do I have to tell you not to call me master?’ 
 
    ‘I know, but I thought in this instance it was justified.’ 
 
    I shook my head and laughed, setting off to return across the land while Alorion returned to his business. 
 
    Artrix met me before I even made it out of the stables. 
 
    ‘I thought it best to meet you,’ he announced. ‘Our destination is not far from here.’ 
 
    ‘And where would our destination be?’ 
 
    ‘Somewhere that I am both deeply proud and profoundly ashamed of.’ He scanned me for a moment, then nodded to himself and turned. ‘Come, join me.’ 
 
    Together we crossed through the land until we reached the eastern side. The land of the sun-elves was considerably bigger than my own, at least three times more so than the area that mine covered, but as I crossed through the quiet patches of land, past houses and other buildings, I began to wonder if we were heading beyond the borders of the tribal land. 
 
    Soon, though, hidden beneath two bowing trees right at the edge of the land, just a few yards from the fence, we reached a structure unlike anything I had seen before. 
 
    Two large stone columns, perfectly carved into cylinders, held up a long stone bar that stretched horizontally. I couldn’t imagine the kind of logistics it would take to put something that heavy in place. 
 
    The stone columns and the connecting bar between them were akin to those hanging over a well, and just like a well there was a gap beneath the stones that descended into the earth. 
 
    A pair of guards stood blocking the entrance, holding spears in their hands. 
 
    The moment Artrix came into view, they both stepped aside. 
 
    ‘What is this place?’ I asked, slowing my pace and looking down to the darkened hole ahead. 
 
    ‘Something I would very much like to show you.’ 
 
    Artrix crossed to the hole and stopped before it, turning to look back at me. 
 
    ‘I promise that I mean you no harm. If it were in my interest, I could have my guards kill you here, but it is not in my interest.’ 
 
    I said the summon word for my Dagger of Concealment in my head. 
 
    I calculated how quickly it would take to draw my Telekinetic Blast stone and wipe all of them out. 
 
    The weight of my sword suddenly registered on my waist. 
 
    I cleared my throat and stepped forward, following Artrix into the unknown. 
 
    I could turn around and walk away, but morbid curiosity got the better of me. 
 
    The hole wasn’t a straight drop. A series of carved stone steps descended into the earth, and as we disappeared into the darkness and escaped the light of the early evening, Artrix lit a torch from his inventory. 
 
    ‘I am not a proud man, Master Jack,’ he started, lighting a series of torches in holsters in the wall as we headed further down the steps. ‘I know that our ways may seem proud to you, but it is not self-preservation that motivates me.’ 
 
    ‘Not self-preservation?’ I asked. ‘No offence, but that statue of yours that you just dropped 18,000GP on doesn’t make it seem like you’re not trying to preserve yourself.’ 
 
    Artrix laughed genuinely. 
 
    ‘I can see how such a thing would come across as unusual. But it would be better if you saw such things for yourself down here. There is a reason that we are heading beneath the earth…’ 
 
    He continued to light torches as we moved along our way. The further we descended, the more I began to think back to Werger and our descent into the mine beneath his land. 
 
    Later that night I had slammed a blade through his neck after killing his tribe and almost being choked to death. 
 
    Even if things seemed to be going reasonably well here, I prayed that it wouldn’t turn out the same way. 
 
    Finally the ground levelled out. The firelight was strong, but it didn’t reach far enough to give me any inclination of where I was; the room we were standing in stretched off ahead, the flickers of the flames occasionally shedding light onto another foot or two of space. 
 
    Artrix touched the flame to a long piece of stone, jutting horizontally from the corridor wall. 
 
    Whatever was within the stone alcove ignited immediately. It raced up the corridor, stretching for what seemed to be at least 50 yards. 
 
    As it caught fire, the corridor became visible in all its grimness. The stone roof and walls were ancient and worn, as if they had stood the test of time resiliently for hundreds of years, perhaps longer. 
 
    While one side was drenched in fire, the other was occupied by its own series of alcoves. Looking ahead, I counted ten or eleven before I lost sight of what lurked beyond. 
 
    Wordlessly, the sun-elf tribe master put out his torch and set off down the corridor, stopping at the first alcove. 
 
    The statue of himself now resided there, standing tall and proud. 
 
    ‘What is your opinion of the craftsmanship?’ He asked. 
 
    ‘I don’t know much about masonry or sculpting, but… I’m guessing this isn’t the kind of thing that can be created using the tribal system?’ 
 
    ‘Indeed it is not. Such things must be created by hand.’ 
 
    ‘Well, for your people to accomplish something like this in just a few days, I have to say that I’m pretty impressed.’ 
 
    ‘I shall pass on your appreciation’ Artrix smiled. ‘Listen; out there we are the figureheads, the leaders, the masters of our own small civilisations, but down here we can speak about matters more…’ 
 
    ‘Casually?’ I answered. 
 
    ‘Indeed.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I appreciate you not holding up too much of a façade with me. Anyway, if that’s the case, let me ask you one thing; why the hell do you keep something this well-made down here in the dark? This is some of the finest craftsmanship I’ve ever seen, at least in Agraria. Shouldn’t it be on display out there, for your people to see?’ 
 
    ‘The sun-elves of Morelia have occupied this land for hundreds of years. Even during the Great War, my father, Laxis, staved off intruders with a fighting force renowned for their efficiency and ferocity. He never made it through those times, and I was but a young soldier, suddenly in command of a tribe of thousands.’ 
 
    I followed him to the next alcove, where another statue resided. This sun-elf was a little younger than Artrix was now, with battered armor and a sword carved to reflect the guts of enemies dripping from it. 
 
    All of that aside, the resemblance between Artrix and his father was clear. 
 
    ‘Thousands…?’ I said, holding back a gulp. ‘Is that really how many you have upon this land? Or are they assigned to other sections of land under your control?’ 
 
    ‘327 by my count now. Our numbers are much smaller than they were prior to the war. Most of our population was eviscerated during that time, but in the wake of its end we managed to struggle onwards. Twenty years later here we are… We are a shadow of our former glory, but my father always used to say that true reparations never occur quickly. Building a civilisation is a slow process. It cannot be rushed, but sometimes outside forces require you to speed things up. That is why I do not seek to involve myself too much with what goes on beyond our borders.’ 
 
    ‘You don’t have any other land?’ 
 
    ‘We have a very small number of outposts, but this is our primary stronghold. Interfering with the politics of others is what led to the war in the first place.’ 
 
    ‘I see,’ I replied. ‘And this?’ I pointed to the array of statues. ‘Is this your idea of self-preservation, or…?’ 
 
    ‘It is not a practice that I agree with, but one that I feel obligated to. Ever since the beginning of our tribe centuries ago, each master has had a statue of themselves made in the wake of their death.’ 
 
    ‘But… You’re still alive.’ 
 
    ‘I am… But I will not be for long.’ 
 
    ‘You’re… What?’ 
 
    Artrix paused and looked up at the statue of his father. 
 
    ‘Our people have a strange relationship with death. We are capable of living lives much longer than many of those in Agraria, but we are still susceptible to the ailments of others; infections, wasting diseases, the sharpened edge of a blade… We are not gods. None are that walk the surface of this world. And I am no different.’ 
 
    Artrix reached up to his shoulder, pulling the side of his gown down slightly around his neck to expose a wound over his collarbone. 
 
    The once-broken flesh had healed, but his a large patch of his yellowed skin had begun to turn green, and black lines were stemming out from the centre, as if his veins were rotting beneath the surface. 
 
    ‘What happened?’ I asked quietly, my words echoing up the corridor. 
 
    ‘We were attacked, right here upon our land, only a few weeks ago. There is a tribe of wood-elves many miles west of here.’ 
 
    ‘Wait, wood-elves?’ 
 
    ‘You know of them?’ 
 
    ‘I ran into one just a little while back. I was heading downriver from Ichabod’s Cove by the Black Patch.’ 
 
    ‘Were you hurt?’ 
 
    ‘No. My wife, Lara, is very adept with a bow. She made short work of him.’ 
 
    ‘I see. They sometimes stray from their tribe. There are smaller pockets of their people stationed at posts across the land. Well, I state people – they are more akin to animals in their ways. There are rumours that they eat their own dead, and feast upon animals while they are still alive.’ 
 
    My skin crawled at the thought. 
 
    ‘A friend who knows of them once told me that they think quite highly of themselves.’ 
 
    Artrix scoffed. ‘They did once. That has not been the case for years. There ways have changed.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Who can say? Often communities and civilisations become just that over time – more civil. But they have become so much worse in my lifetime.’ 
 
    ‘And how are you so sure of your…’ 
 
    I hesitated, not knowing how to ask a man in such a straightforward way about the matter at hand. 
 
    ‘My death? You may say the word.’ 
 
    ‘Yes, your death. That wound looks awful, but there isn’t a cure?’ 
 
    ‘Not in this instance. The wood-elves sometimes dip their weapons into krax-leaf so that even if they do not achieve a killing blow, deadly poison still seeps into the bloodstream. A small troop of wood-elves carried out an attack on us some weeks ago. It was directed at myself specifically. They were killed in the process, but my death has now been guaranteed.’ 
 
    Now it made sense why there were so many guards on-duty along the watchtowers. 
 
    At that moment, footsteps began to echo against the stone floor behind us by the entrance. 
 
    I spun around, expecting to see one of the sun-elf guards crossing to us, but instead I found myself being approached by the last person I expected. 
 
    ‘Father?’ 
 
    Mariana, Artrix’s daughter, stopped before us, her intricately patterned dress flowing behind her in a flurry. She stood tall, almost matching my height. 
 
    ‘You are needed at the celebrations, father,’ she said curtly. Her eyes didn’t even register me, not even peripherally. 
 
    ‘Very well,’ Artrix smiled. ‘Mariana, would you mind reciting a little history for our guest in my absence?’ 
 
    ‘Of course not, father.’ Still, she didn’t look at me. 
 
    ‘Excuse me.’ The leader of the sun-elves turned to me and nodded. ‘I shall return shortly.’ 
 
    ‘Absolutely,’ I replied. 
 
    Artrix swept down the corridor and back up the steps. While his daughter’s footsteps had moved audibly, his didn’t; he moved silently, stealthily. 
 
    Without even realising, Mariana had moved by my side to the statue of her grandfather. 
 
    ‘Laxis led our people through the war fearlessly, doing what any leader should do. In his final year he did have something of a taste for too much moonseed…’ 
 
    She began talking like every single line was learned and rehearsed. I may as well have been wearing a pair of experienced on in a virtual tour. 
 
    ‘Next is my great-grandfather, Ayiris...’ 
 
    ‘Wait, wait…’ I interrupted, holding a hand up. ‘What the hell are you doing?’ 
 
    Finally Mariana actually looked at me, her face a little shocked. 
 
    ‘What would you mean by that?’ 
 
    ‘I mean, you come down here and start reeling off the family history like a machine. You can talk to me like a normal person, you know?’ 
 
    ‘Can I?’ She said slyly, smiling seductively. ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘Because I couldn’t care in the slightest about whatever image you’re trying to present of yourself. Your father said that behind the scenes you can speak a little more casually.’ 
 
    ‘He did?’ 
 
    ‘Uh huh.’ 
 
    ‘My… That must mean that he has taken to you considerably.’ 
 
    ‘Why do you say that?’ 
 
    ‘Because he hardly ever invites other tribe masters, never mind their wives and their imps, onto the land. What exactly did he tell you about our people?’ 
 
    ‘Only that he usually leaves the outside world to its own devices and worries about what’s going on inside his walls, not outside.’ I decided not to tell her that I was weary about why I’d been allowed in in the first place. 
 
    ‘All true,’ Mariana replied. ‘Anything else…?’ 
 
    I paused, wondering if I should bring up what we had just spoken about. 
 
    ‘Right before you came down here he told me that he was dying. I don’t know if he meant it or not, but he said it pretty casually.’ 
 
    Mariana’s eyeline dropped to the ground, but the rest of her head didn’t follow it. She quickly looked back up to me. 
 
    ‘He… is dying. My kind have always taken a noble approach to such a serious matter, and my father is no different. His father and all of our ancestors that you see carved here in bluestone knew that their lives would sometimes be forfeit in return for defending our people, but that war was inevitable. 
 
    ‘These lands have confronted so many battles in the past thousand years that it can become hard to keep track. Inevitably, though, the world beneath finds a way of healing the scars and returning to the land that sentient beings have marked with swords and weapons and fire.’ 
 
    ‘Wow…’ I replied, a little stupidly. ‘I think I can sympathise with your father. If he really is dying, he must be preparing your brother to take over the role once the time comes.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed he is.’ Mariana exhaled briefly, then clasped her lips together as she looked up at the statue of her grandfather. ‘It is always the case that the eldest will inherit the position of tribe master; such is the nature of a dynasty, I suppose. I just… I sometimes think that my brother is far too stern for the role.’ 
 
    ‘You’re telling me...’ I caught my tongue – I had been watching my words around Artrix but around Mariana I suddenly felt that I could speak my mind a little more. She was nowhere near the spoilt heir – or spare in this case - that I had assumed she would be. ‘Sorry, I didn’t mean to insult your brother. It’s just…’ 
 
    ‘He comes across a tad imposing? Yes. He is trying to fill my father’s boots before they are even empty. Do not worry yourself; I shall not say a word to either of them.’ 
 
    ‘You say that, but it doesn’t make it true.’ 
 
    ‘What does a tribe master have other than their word?’ 
 
    I laughed a little. 
 
    ‘Speaking like that it seems like you already see yourself in the role.’ 
 
    ‘Honestly? It is likely because… Well, I do.’ 
 
    My eyebrows raised with surprise. 
 
    ‘Really?’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ She shot me a look. ‘Oh, please. You are a tribe master. You do not gain the position you are in, much less keep it, without being able to read people to some extent. Maybe not as well my father – that is a skill that he does not exploit nearly as well as he should.’ 
 
    ‘So that is the way it is? You want to be in charge?’ 
 
    ‘Unquestionably. I love my brother, but he is far too headstrong a person to lead a tribe successfully.’ 
 
    ‘Being headstrong is one of the first things you have to be.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps, but you must be balanced. A military leader often becomes a dictator, and dictators always suffer terrible ends.’ 
 
    ‘Your brother wouldn’t end up a dictator, surely.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps not, be he is filled with strength and energy, and often acts before thinking. Making rash decision when leading people is a fast way to kill more than just yourself… Good gods, listen to me, why am I telling you all of this? I am supposed to be recounting history to you.’ 
 
    ‘Do you always do everything that your father tells you to?’ 
 
    ‘If it puts me in good standing with him.’ 
 
    ‘You’re his daughter, why wouldn’t you be in good standing with him?’ 
 
    ‘I should rephrase… Perhaps some small part of me hopes that he will see that I am a better fit for the role of tribe master than my brother.’ 
 
    ‘What if you are?’ 
 
    ‘It would make no difference. Look along this corridor – there is a thousand years’ worth of tradition right before you. Nothing shall change.’ 
 
    I looked back along the hallway, seeing the edges of the line of blue statues as it stretched into the distance. 
 
    ‘That long, huh?’ It was a number I almost struggled to comprehend. 
 
    ‘Oh, yes. We have artefacts that are even older, though.’ 
 
    I spun to look at her. ‘Seriously?’ 
 
    ‘Did my father not tell you? They are his most prized possessions.’ 
 
    ‘Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘Down here, locked in a sub-chamber. He is respectful of the lineage of our tribe, but much more respectful of those things that exemplify the true history of Agraria. Would you like to see them?’ 
 
    Curiosity was fast getting the better of me, but I couldn’t resist the prospect of knowing. 
 
    ‘I don’t know if that’s such a good idea. If your father found out…’ 
 
    ‘My father likely plans to show you them anyway. All you must do is look surprised when he does.’ 
 
    ‘Your father is a freaking mind-reader. You really think I’ll be able to fake that in front of him?’ 
 
    ‘It will be fine! Trust me.’ 
 
    Before I had a chance to contest the idea, Mariana turned and swept down the corridor. 
 
    ‘Fuck,’ I muttered under my breath. 
 
    If I went with her then Artrix would likely have something to say about it. 
 
    If I called quits on this whole situation and went back to the land he would probably be even more suspicious that I had abandoned her as my escort. 
 
    What’s more, she might have lied about it and said God knows what. 
 
    Who would her father really believe? The second-in-line to the throne of the sun-elves of Morelia or the foreign tribe master who he bought bluestone off a few days ago? 
 
    I looked back up the hallway to the steps that would lead to the surface, wondering if my wives were still safe. They were armed to the teeth, but outnumbered almost 100:1 by elves. 
 
    I could swing five minutes. 
 
    Cursing under my breath, I hurried up the hallway in pursuit of Mariana. 
 
    She was nowhere the stone-faced bitch that I had thought when I had met her by the tree at the centre of the land, but it seemed that she was perfectly fine with getting me into trouble. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eight 
 
      
 
    In the exact middle-point of the corridor was a large, heavy door. I had been so focused on the statues that I hadn’t even noticed its presence. 
 
    When I caught up with Mariana she was removing a key from her inventory and shoving it into the keyhole. 
 
    ‘I really hope you know what you’re doing right now,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Of course I do. I shall simply tell my father that I thought this would be of interest to you.’ 
 
    ‘Coming from the girl who said that she wants to look good in her father’s eyes.’ 
 
    ‘My father is exceptional at reading the body language of others, but often struggles with those of his own kind. We are naturally stoic movers. We do not fidget or shuffle needlessly.’ 
 
    She had a point. Every one of the sun-elves that I had met up close remained either unsettlingly still or was exceptionally graceful in their movements. 
 
    ‘So it’s just me who’s fucked?’ 
 
    ‘What is fucked?’ 
 
    ‘Screwed, in trouble, et cetera.’ 
 
    ‘Essentially, tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘Good to know.’ 
 
    She might have been part of the tribe master’s family but there was a mischievous streak to her for sure. 
 
    With the door unlocked, Mariana pushed into the darkness. 
 
    She lit a torch, and I followed her down a final series of steps that led us even deeper beneath the earth. By the time the ground levelled out and we entered the sub-chamber I guessed that we were around 100 feet beneath the surface. The air was thick with dust. 
 
    Just as her father had done in the corridor above, Mariana pressed her torch to the wall and lit a long line that ignited the room and lit up the objects that had existed in another age. 
 
    The chamber was a rough square, ten yards on all sides. Lining the walls were a series of stone platforms that rose to waist height, and upon each were various artefacts, some sitting in glass boxes and others standing out on the open upon pedestals. 
 
    They consisted of all manner of things; ornaments and idols, pots, ancient coins, and fragmented pieces of weaponry. 
 
    ‘I’m guessing these are all artefacts from your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘Not all. Some are taken from other areas, such as this.’ 
 
    I moved to her side, where she carefully lifted up a coin that was wrapped up in a piece of silk. 
 
    ‘This is one of the first coins pressed in Agraria. It is over 2000 years old.’ 
 
    ‘Jesus.’ 
 
    ‘Pardon?’ 
 
    ‘Nothing.’ 
 
    I looked a little closer at the coin. It presented the same images as the coins that I had placed into my inventory from the bluestone deal; a bearded man with his arms outstretched, and an angelic woman. The image was worn and a much more basic in its depiction of the figures, but still distinctive. 
 
    ‘Who are they?’ 
 
    ‘Athos and Mira, of course. The king and queen of the Agrarian gods.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ 
 
    ‘You did not know that?’ 
 
    ‘No, should I have?’ 
 
    ‘I would only assume so. It was my understanding the every civilised being in Agraria knew of the history of the gods, least of all what is printed upon our currency.’ 
 
    ‘So now you’re calling me uncivilised?’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘Perhaps,’ she grinned back, calling my bluff. ‘How would you not know such a thing?’ 
 
    ‘I’m not from these parts.’ 
 
    ‘Another region? I thought all regions used gold pieces.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe they do, but I’m not from any of them.’ 
 
    ‘How can that be so?’ 
 
    ‘I’ll tell you another time,’ I said, thinking it was a little too much information to give up. I nodded to the final door at the end of the sub-chamber. ‘What’s in there?’ 
 
    ‘Something that is beyond even I. Only the tribe masters of our people are permitted to enter.’ 
 
    ‘And your father has never spoken about it?’ 
 
    ‘He has. I know of its nature. It is a prophecy foretold by the Oracle of Naranir.’ 
 
    ‘Who’s that?’ 
 
    ‘She was a legendary figure of the ancient world of Agraria. She lived thousands of years ago. The legends say that beings from all over the land would come to her in search of the truth.’ 
 
    ‘An oracle? So she could really predict the future?’ 
 
    ‘That is what the stories say.’ 
 
    ‘Wow. I would be desperate to see behind that door.’ 
 
    ‘I used to think about it a lot when I was younger. I do not dwell on it so much as an adult.’ 
 
    I looked to the heavy door. The one through which we had entered was wooden and heavy, but the one leading to the final chamber was built of heavy iron. It was like a bank vault from a heist movie. 
 
    The mind wants what it can’t have, and there was no way that I couldn’t dwell on the possibility of what resided behind that gigantic iron slab. 
 
    Somewhere outside the door I heard a high, vague sound. It quickly reminded me that I shouldn’t have been down there. 
 
    ‘I think the tour’s done for now,’ I said. ‘We should get back to the land.’ 
 
    ‘If you so desire. I was having a pleasant time with you down here, you should know.’ 
 
    ‘Really? In this dank, underground hole?’ 
 
    ‘The forests of Agraria are peaceful, but it is much quieter down here, and it is rare that one has the fortune of company with somebody like you, who one can speak to frankly.’ 
 
    ‘I’m a commoner, you mean?’ 
 
    ‘You are much less judgemental. I can speak my mind.’ 
 
    Mariana and I shared a look. She was right; we had clicked a little, and in another life I could imagine being with her in a more intimate way, even after this one meeting. In this world there were only three requirements to taking a wife; she was hot, she was loyal, and she would say yes to taking my hand in marriage. 
 
    The first one was definitely true, but the jury was out on the other two. 
 
    There was also one interfering factor – her father was a powerful tribe master who would probably break my neck if he ever found out. 
 
    The same kind of thing had happened with Santana back before we had been married. Jeremiah was intimidating enough, but Artrix was on another level. 
 
    My thoughts returned to my wives. 
 
    ‘We really should be going,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Very well.’ 
 
    Together we exited the sub-chamber, Mariana locking the door before we headed up the steps. 
 
    Halfway through our ascent she stopped, grabbing my arm. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Did you hear that?’ 
 
    ‘Hear what?’ 
 
    In the firelight her expression suddenly became sullen. She scanned the darkness, released her grip on my jacket, then hurried ahead up the steps. 
 
    We arrived on the corridor in the dying firelight that lit the long hallway. 
 
    Mariana arrived just before me and froze as she looked down the corridor. 
 
    I arrived by her side and looked in the same direction. 
 
    One of the guards that had stood by the entrance to the underground chambers was lying on the ground, motionless. His body was surrounded by a large group of tall, green-skinned figures, who were all thrusting their spears down against him in a mob killing. 
 
    I knew what these were. I had seen one before on the river near the Black Patch, back when Lara had shot one with her bow and arrow and its corpse had dropped into the water. 
 
    ‘Wood-elves,’ Mariana whispered. 
 
    In that instant, the entire group turned to look at us. Their attention withdrew completely from their victim, and now we were set in their sights. 
 
    I counted six, but still my thoughts were on my wives. 
 
    From up the steps I heard a cacophony of yelling and screaming. 
 
    ‘We are under attack…’ Mariana continued, her voice unshakable. She turned to me. ‘I assume that sword of yours is not just for appearance’s sake.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t be much of a tribe master if it was.’ 
 
    ‘I was hoping that would be your answer.’ 
 
    Mariana swept into her inventory in a rapid series of motions. A spear with a tip sharp enough to pierce at the softest of touches landed in her hand, standing just as tall as herself. 
 
    I moved to withdraw my broadsword from its sheath but thought ahead. 
 
    ‘How strong are these walls?’ 
 
    ‘They have withstood a thousand years of wars and battles.’ 
 
    ‘That’s good enough for me.’ 
 
    I pulled the hand sign that the Necromancer had taught me, located my Telekinetic power stone from the selection circle and equipped it, feelings its weight in my hand. 
 
    I had always been afraid to use it underground in case of a cave-in, but with the strength of this place I could afford to take a risk. 
 
    Especially since the moment I equipped it, the wood-elves cried out in a blistering war chant and came rushing towards us. 
 
    Twenty yards. 
 
    Ten yards. 
 
    ‘Equip your weapon!’ Mariana yelled at me. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ 
 
    Five yards. 
 
    The three wood-elves leading the charge raised their spears. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    Freshly charged, the strength of the power stone exploded from my hand and sent a condensed shockwave flying towards our enemies. 
 
    The force of it had nowhere else to go, and neither did they. 
 
    All six flew backwards, smashing into each other brutally in the midst of breaking bones and cracking skulls. 
 
    But this was no time to dwell on half a victory. 
 
    We rushed forwards to the injured assailants. Two were already dead from blunt force trauma, but four were ready to push themselves up with animalistic ferocity. 
 
    Mariana raised her spear and launched it forwards with a high, wild yell. It flew as if guided by some ethereal force, slamming brutally into the neck of one of the wood-elves that was pushing himself up. 
 
    Blood sprayed out immediately, gushing forward like a broken faucet. 
 
    She leaped forwards, grabbing the spear, but not before I could move past her and deal with the two that were still alive further back. 
 
    The corridor was wide enough for me to lunge at them with a berserker rage. I swung my sword back over my shoulder and cut through the torso of the first with a yell. His guts spilled out uncontrollably, his rib cage shattering in half as he collapsed to the ground. 
 
    I was about to put him out of his misery when the second that I was responsible for clambered back and raised his spear. Blood was spilling from a large cut on his forehead and over his eyes, but the injury from the spell had only made him angrier. 
 
    He stumbled up with gritted teeth. I took the opportunity to glance briefly over my shoulder to check that the wood-elf Mariana was dealing with hadn’t got the better of her, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    She stood over her second victim, the heel of her bare foot pressed against his chest, and plunged the spear into his face. 
 
    I turned away, not from the mess that she had created but to address the final attacker. 
 
    He surveyed me for just a moment longer, the anger on his face growing even fiercer, then raised his spear over his head in a plunging strike. 
 
    As he threw his hands forward I cut through its course with my sword, throwing it from his hands against the wall. 
 
    I drew back in a lateral swing to the left, slicing into his arm and halfway through his stomach. 
 
    The final wood-elf howled painfully, the echo bouncing around the corridor endlessly as he collapsed back with blood spilling from his mouth. 
 
    I panted hard, drawing the blade back over my head and slamming it down into his head. It cut halfway through his face, his body going rigid until I drew it out with a spray of blood. 
 
    My body was shuddering with the adrenaline from the suddenness of the fight. I could feel the blood of my enemies on my skin, staining my clothes, and as I looked around at Mariana I found her in a similar state. 
 
    Our victory was short lived, though; as the corridor went quiet, it was fast replaced by the yells coming from above ground. 
 
    In an instant, my sun-elf companion pulled at her ceremonial gown, ripping it to pieces. In no time she had torn off the hem so that it stopped around her knees and ripped away any material covering her arms. 
 
    The moment it was done she met my gaze. Her face was as bloodied as mine, but her spear was at the ready. 
 
    We both rushed to the steps and sprinted up to the surface. 
 
    We passed the second sun-elf guard halfway up the steps, his body splayed out messily, littered with stab wounds from the wood-elves’ spears. 
 
    The screaming from above became louder and louder until- 
 
    We emerged onto the land with our weapons at the ready and rushed towards where the celebrations had been taking place. 
 
    Complete and total carnage had broken loose. Wood-elves, their green skin flashing by as they ravaged the land, swooped by in hellish swarms. 
 
    They were like devils that had come crawling up from the undergrowth. 
 
    My mind went straight to my wives. 
 
    I rushed towards the area where we had been eating, sword in one hand and power stone in the other. 
 
    A berserker rage had filled me in the underground vault during our first fight, but what I felt now was unprecedented. 
 
    Somewhere to my right I heard Mariana’s voice faintly through the haze of fury. All I could make out was ‘find your women!’ as she took off. 
 
    I sprinted across the land, arrows and spears flying past me as I moved. 
 
    One whipped by just a foot in front of me – I turned to my left to see a wood-elf sprinting straight at me, his mouth open in a war cry. 
 
    I turned, swinging my sword in a horizontal sweep, and sliced straight through his torso as he reached me. 
 
    His guts spilled to the ground as he dropped to his knees, screaming like an animal. 
 
    Leaving him to die in agony on the ground, I dashed ahead, my jacket stained with more blood as I hurried between two houses and into the clearing. 
 
    A skirmish between two small armies, the sun-elves and the wood-elves, had broken out. 
 
    Fifty from both sides were fighting wildly, with spears flying and swords swinging, but more wood-elves were joining the mix by the second. 
 
    My view of the head table where my wives had been seated was completely blocked. 
 
    I had no idea if they were still there, or if they were even alive. 
 
    Directly ahead, two sun-elves desperately fought off a trio of the green devils. They were back to back as they circled amongst the bedlam. 
 
    I jumped forwards and grabbed the hair of the one closest, who was facing away from me. 
 
    Wrenching his head back, I slammed my sword into his back and through his chest. 
 
    I swung my body around and kicked at his side, pushing him from my sword, before turning to the second. 
 
    Too late – he leaped at me in a mad fury, landing on top of me and sending my blade falling from my hand. 
 
    Pinning me down, he screamed wildly in my face. 
 
    Only then did I catch the true brutality in his face – the dead eyes, the wide mouth, the filed teeth. 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    I kneed him so hard between the legs that I felt something break – my kneecap or his groin. 
 
    Either way he was incapacitated. 
 
    With my adrenaline-fuelled rage, I pushed his body up and kicked him away. 
 
    I scrambled for my sword and wrapped my fist around the handle, kicking up from the ground and catching sight of the two sun-elves as they cut down the third remaining attacker. 
 
    The wood-elf on the ground clutched at the spot between his legs, but his hands fell away the moment I smashed my blade through the centre of his face, eviscerating his nose and slamming the blade into the centre of his skull. 
 
    Withdrawing it sharply, I turned and ran up to the dining table to get a better view. 
 
    I leaped up and looked to the head table, and there they were, only thirty yards off – my wives stood back to back, cutting and slicing at their attackers and protecting each other. 
 
    Nearby, just a few yards away, Artrix, Ralos and a group of guards were holding their own, the collective group defending themselves and those around them. 
 
    I had to get to them. 
 
    I jumped from the table and hurried through the groups of elves, slashing at any green blur that blocked my path. 
 
    They were only ten yards away. I could make it. 
 
    CLUNK. 
 
    Something had struck me, and I had no fucking clue what it was. 
 
    Every sense I possessed was suddenly stunted. 
 
    I choked, my breathing ceasing completely for several long seconds. 
 
    My sword fell from my grasp and I staggered forward, desperate to clutch at the unbelievable pain that swarmed over the back of my skull, but unable to lift my arms. 
 
    I slammed to the ground, landing on my front, as darkness closed in all around me. 
 
      
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Nine 
 
      
 
    I shuddered awake in the darkness. 
 
    I was lying on bedsheets drenched in sweat. My head throbbed as I sat up. Touching the back of my head I felt the source of the pain; a large lump that had formed after… 
 
    After… 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I jumped from the bed, feeling about in the darkness until I found the walls of the room I was confined to. The wood grazed against my fingertips until I found a door, turned the handle, and burst through. 
 
    I was still on the land of the sun-elves. It was night, and the large space they called home had been lit by hundreds of torches, but rather than the graceful and civilised society that I had found when I first arrived, the place looked like it had been hit by a bomb. 
 
    Buildings were destroyed. Fires had only just been put out. Bodies laid under sheets and sobs from mouths that had been stoic when I had arrived were now commonplace. 
 
    ‘Tall-man!’ 
 
    Elera appeared from my left, wrapping her arms around me tightly. 
 
    ‘Elera… What the hell happened?’ 
 
    ‘We were terrified for you! I have never been this connected to a man before and… Well, I did not think you would wake up.’ 
 
    ‘Well, I did,’ I said, wrapping my arms around her tightly then pulling her away and looking into her eyes. ‘Where are the rest of the girls?’ 
 
    ‘Umm…’ For the first time Elera showed some inhibitions and some sense of reluctance. 
 
    ‘What?’ I asked, feeling the colour drain from my face as the hairs raised on my arms. ‘… Are they all right?’ 
 
    Elera looked up at me with wide eyes that became wet in the moonlight. Those few seconds in which she paused were some of the longest in my life. 
 
    ‘Lara and Ariadne are fine, but…’ 
 
    ‘Santana?’ I said sharply. ‘Where is she? Don’t… Don’t tell me she’s…’ 
 
    Elera paused again, swallowing deeply. 
 
    I wanted to scream at her to tell me, but it was a struggle to even muster the words to ask. I didn’t want to know. 
 
    ‘Is… Is she dead?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘What? How can you not know? Are the sun-elves looking after her?’ 
 
    ‘No.’ 
 
    ‘Then what?’ 
 
    ‘The wood-elves have taken her.’ 
 
    I processed the words slowly, feeling stunted in my understanding of them. It felt like my brain had slowed down beyond my control in order to stop me from going crazy on the spot. 
 
    That was worse than my wife dying. If she had been killed it might have been quick, might have been merciful… 
 
    But right now she was out there, kidnapped by a feral tribe – and they could have been doing anything to her. 
 
    ‘Oh, God…’ I felt my breath catch in my throat. A brutal, searing rage filled me immediately. ‘Where’s Artrix?’ 
 
    ‘They are meeting nearby to organise a party to head out in pursuit of them.’ 
 
    ‘They still haven’t headed out? Are you fucking kidding me? Where are they?’ 
 
    ‘That way.’ Elera pointed towards the tree at the centre of the land, and no sooner did I set off sharply towards it. 
 
    ‘Wait!’ Elera called after me. 
 
    ‘I haven’t got time to wait,’ I growled. ‘Every second that passes right now is bad. We have to get moving.’ 
 
    ‘Tall-man, stop and listen to me!’ 
 
    Elera was usually playful, but her voice had taken on a vicious cry. I turned and looked back at her. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘Santana is not the only one who has been taken.’ 
 
    ‘Who else?’ 
 
    ‘Artrix’s daughter, Mariana. They took both of them.’ 
 
    Despite the blinding rage that obscured my senses, the thought of them both being taken was even worse. 
 
    I gave Elera a final look and hurried across the land towards the tree. On the way I passed bodies covered by blankets, the injured being tended to alongside their covered dead kin. 
 
    The silhouette of the tree loomed gigantically ahead, Artrix’s home upon this land, just like mine back at my own land. 
 
    I stormed towards it, and in my mind a flash of the rage I had felt back at Werger’s land before I had slaughtered his tribe struck me. 
 
    If I didn’t keep control of my actions, my rage could have gotten the better of me. 
 
    I was at serious risk of doing something really, really stupid. 
 
    There were no lights in the reaches of the treehouse as I arrived, but as I glanced around through blurred vision and shaking breaths I saw the flickers of light from a large nearby building. 
 
    I hurried to it and pushed through the entrance. The moment I set foot inside, five bows were raised and pointing in my direction. 
 
    ‘Lower your weapons,’ a familiar voice said sternly. I looked in its direction to see Artrix glaring over at me with emotions that I had yet to see him express; anger and angst. ‘This man is not our enemy.’ 
 
    Four sun-elf guards lowered their weapons, as well as Ralos, who maintained an expression similar to his father, minus the angst. His enraged face mirrored my own. 
 
    ‘Master Jack!’ 
 
    From nearby in the room, Ariadne and Lara hurried up to me and wrapped their arms around me. Their clothes were torn and ripped, and aside from a few small scrapes and bruises, as well as hair that was messy, dishevelled and scattered with dirt, they seemed fine. 
 
    I held them tight, beyond elated to see them, but the dwelling terror of Santana’s abduction lurked constantly in the back of my mind. 
 
    ‘Where is she?’ I said, turning to Artrix as my wives pulled away. ‘Where have they taken her?’ 
 
    ‘Do you not think that we would have set off in search of them yet if we knew that?’ Ralos said bluntly. There was a harsh twang in his voice. ‘And there are two citizens missing, if you had failed to count.’ 
 
    ‘I’m well-fucking-aware of that,’ I said sharply. 
 
    ‘Then recognise that we have lost just as much as you have, tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘Hey, I don’t need to take a lecture on morals from some headstrong daddy’s boy.’ 
 
    ‘Pick a weapon and we shall see how well your words match to your fighting skills.’ 
 
    ‘SILENCE!’ Artrix yelled the word so loudly that it sent a pang of silence through the entire Map room. ‘Gentlemen… This is hardly an effective or efficient use of our time. The longer we wait in pursuing these kidnappers the less chance we have in catching them.’ 
 
    I managed to hold myself back for a few seconds longer, crushing the quivering pace of my breathing. 
 
    ‘Where have they taken them?’ I asked, trying to control my tone. 
 
    Artrix looked down at the map, and I joined him in doing so. It was only then that I realized the true extent of the knowledge he possessed in comparison to mine. 
 
    The Map room back at my land showcased all the land that I and members of my tribe had traversed once they had become an official member of the group. It showcased trails, routes and paths, as well as towns and villages and sections of forest that we had come across. 
 
    Looking down at the map that belonged to the Sun-Elves of Morelia, I realized just how rudimentary my own was in comparison. 
 
    Artrix must have had scouting teams mapping the land, because much of it in a fifteen-mile vicinity was rigorously explored and chronicled. 
 
    And, as I looked closer, I realized that something was present that I didn’t feel comfortable with. 
 
    ‘Is… Is that my land?’ 
 
    ‘Now that you have said that, it would appear so. My apologies for not making you aware of the fact. We had been aware of Master Marlo for many years, but did not feel the need to interfere as we did not deem him a threat. That said, we were unaware that you were a new presence there.’ 
 
    ‘Okay…’ I said, trying to feel a little more relaxed about the matter before directing my thoughts back to Santana. ‘Where have the wood-elves taken them?’ 
 
    ‘We have never delved deep enough into their territory to determine the true nature of their dwellings. But…’ Artrix leaned over the board and held out a hand, directing an unmapped patch of land twenty miles further south. ‘This is where they reside.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by their territory?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Based on our knowledge they possess a great deal of control over large portions of the forest in the area. Their ways are… Uncivilised. Feral, even. They are more akin to animals than beings that stand upon two legs. You have seen the damage they have done to our people here. When their spears leave their hands, they resort to using their sharpened teeth upon the necks of their enemies.’ 
 
    Images of Santana being butchered by the wood-elves instantly flashed through my mind. My stomach turned at the thought. 
 
    I had done terrible things, spilled blood, had blood spilled upon me, but the image alone of her being slaughtered, conjured up by nothing but my mind, almost sent me throwing up. 
 
    I fought to keep my meal from earlier down. 
 
    ‘So we do know where they are,’ I said quickly. ‘What are we waiting for? Shouldn’t we be heading out now? Raising your people and getting out there to butcher them?’ 
 
    Artrix took a long, drawn breath. 
 
    ‘I do not deny that such a course of action would be pleasing to me at this present moment,’ he said slowly, a growl almost simmering within his voice. ‘… But such a plan provides us with two key weak points. Firstly, it puts the lives of many of my people at risk. We number just over 300, and that was before this attack, but by our approximations there are likely over 600 wood-elves out there. Greater numbers could overwhelm us easily, not to mention our landing being undefended. The second issue is simply tactical; at this present moment, the tribe master of the wood-elves has us, as I once heard a man say, over a barrel. He took Mariana and Santana because he knew they were of great importance to us. If he becomes aware that we are approaching in great numbers, he will use them as a bargaining tool, which would put our women at greater risk, as well as the rest of our people. It will be seen as an act of war.’ 
 
    ‘But why would he take them?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Two beautiful young women?’ Artrix said. ‘There are many reasons, but I imagine you can determine one for yourself.’ 
 
    My body tensed at the thought. 
 
    If they had laid a single finger on my wife… 
 
    I hated to admit it through the haze of anger that dominated my mind, but Artrix was right about everything. We had to be discreet, and that meant there was only one approach. 
 
    ‘A small team is the only way to do this, then,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Precisely,’ Artrix said, raising an eyebrow. ‘Six will suffice.’ He looked around at the room. ‘This is a joint effort between our tribes, and thus will consist of joint numbers. Three of your own, and three of mine. Ralos, you will lead, and Moran and Nox-’ The sun-elf master turned to a pair of the guards within the room – ‘You will join.’ 
 
    The sun-elf guards both nodded, and Artrix turned to me. 
 
    ‘Master Jack, decide on two of your own to join you. The moment you have, the six of you will arm and head out.’ 
 
    ‘Father, I must protest,’ Ralos said, looking rapidly between Artrix and myself. ‘We know the area better. Bringing along an outsider, nonetheless one less experienced in warfare, will only hinder our progress.’ 
 
    ‘Son of mine, your vision is no doubt clouded by rage in these circumstances. Your sister, my daughter, has been taken, but do not assume that you are the only one here to have lost someone… Do you have a problem with that?’ 
 
    Even if Ralos was the heir to the throne, even if his father was dying and he would soon take over, I had never seen Ralos look more shut down in the short time that I had known him until now. 
 
    ‘No, father.’ 
 
    Even grown men could be put in their places.  
 
    ‘Good. Now, your journey will take you along this route.’ Artrix returned to the map and trailed the tip of his finger along the shimmering blue sea of locations and forests. ‘This is the densest part of the forest and will no doubt provide more apt cover. But the thicker the forest, the more peculiar the creatures. Keep a watchful eye for anything that may try to best you. Once you arrive at the bridge of Keltamir, you will bring yourself to their territory.’ 
 
    ‘There’s a bridge out there?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘One that has been left deliberately dilapidated to deter beings from crossing. It allows passage over a crack in the land where the great river flows. Once you pass this point you are within the unmapped territory…’ 
 
    The sun-elf master pointed to a large splotch of emptiness on the map. 
 
    ‘And you guys really have no idea what’s out there?’ I continued. 
 
    ‘Whisperings and rumours are all that we know, but the further you move from the land of a civilised tribe, the more terrible things you are likely to find.’ 
 
    The words were spoken like a savant predicting a dark future. Maybe Artrix possessed more than just the ability to read me like a book – could any beings in Agraria truly predict the future? 
 
    ‘That is everything,’ Artrix said, looking around the room. ‘Bring our people back, and spare no limb or throat until they are returned to us. Head to the armory when you are ready and get moving.’ 
 
    We all nodded in agreement. Ralos and I shared a look of acknowledgement before heading outside into the night once again. 
 
    I intended to go straight to the armory with my wives, but suddenly I remembered the one person I hadn’t checked on; Alorion. 
 
    Elera joined myself, Ariadne and Lara, and together we hurried to the stables. 
 
    To my relief our wagon had been largely untouched, and our horses were sleeping peacefully nearby, being tended to by my imp. 
 
    ‘Master Jack! I am so glad to see that you are awake!’ 
 
    He looked like he was going to hug me, then remembered how awkward it had been the last time we had been that close and stopped himself. 
 
    ‘I’m fine,’ I said. ‘Don’t worry about me. Right now we need to get moving.’ 
 
    ‘We are leaving?’ He exclaimed. ‘What about Santana?’ 
 
    The very sound of her name sent a crippling dread through me, but I managed to hold it together. If I wasn’t a leader in a time of need I didn’t even deserve to hold the title of tribe master. 
 
    I relayed the plan to Alorion and the girls, even my wives who had been present. 
 
    ‘Lara, Elera, you’re coming with me and the sun-elves. Ariadne, Alorion, I need you two to head back to the land and make sure that everything is safe.’ I turned to Lara and Elera. ‘Get to the armory. I’ll meet you over there shortly.’ 
 
    They took off, and I took Ariadne aside. 
 
    ‘You’ll be okay, won’t you?’ I asked her. ‘You know how to run the land, and I need somebody back there to keep morale up while I’m away.’ 
 
    ‘Of course, Jack,’ she smiled, pressing her hands to my chest as her fox-ears twitched. ‘I am capable of being without you… For a short time, at least.’ 
 
    I wrapped my arms around her and we kissed passionately, running our hands into each other’s hair before our lips pulled away and we pressed our foreheads lightly to each other’s. 
 
    Ariadne was my first wife, the woman I had saved from a life of slavery, and who had saved me with her knowledge and skills more than a few times in this dangerous land. 
 
    For us to be apart was one thing, but deep down I knew there was a chance that this might be the last time I would see her. 
 
    ‘Defend our land,’ I said to her. ‘Your word is law while I’m away. Explosives, blades – whatever it takes. Keep the tribe safe.’ 
 
    ‘I will,’ she replied. I turned to go, heading to the armory. ‘Jack?’ 
 
    I turned to look back at her one last time. In the moonlight one half of her face was shrouded in shadow, but I could see the determined glare gazing back at me from her focused eyes. 
 
    ‘What?’ 
 
    ‘Bring her back, and kill everything that gets in your way. I do not care if they are men or women or innocent civilians. If they block your path, cut them down.’ 
 
    Any other time and the prospect of killing innocents would have turned my stomach, but right now the kidnapping that the wood-elves had carried out against my tribe was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    I gave Ariadne a single nod and left her and Alorion there, setting off to meet Lara and Elera. 
 
    Artrix was smart, but he had been wrong about one thing; mustering a small army of sun-elves and bringing them to the front door of the wood-elf tribal land wasn’t an act of war – kidnapping our women was. 
 
    War had already been declared. We were just retaliating. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    I met up with the rest of our group at the armory. It was a large stone building near to the stables that was in a complete state of disarray. Sun-elves would have had  weapons on their persons, but they had been handed out ad-nauseum during the battle. 
 
    Three sun-elves who ran the armory were categorising weapons, while the third was assisting Lara, Elera, Ralos and his two guards with getting equipped. 
 
    ‘Pleasant of you to join us, Master Jack,’ Ralos said flatly. 
 
    ‘Then let’s start,’ I said, staring him down. 
 
    We already had our specialist weapons equipped and stashed; what we really needed was the secondary equipment. 
 
    Another set of lightweight leather armor was provided to each of us – form-fitting and tough, able to stop the swipe of a blade but not a direct stab or the speed of an arrow. 
 
    Potions came our way, too. I tried not to act impressed by the sheer extent of what was casually delivered, but in no time our inventories were stacked with potions of strength, healing and haste. 
 
    Then came the items respective of the armory itself. 
 
    The armorer provided us all with two small stacks of explosives. 
 
    ‘Quickfire and delayed,’ the armorer told us. ‘The first explode within five seconds of activation. These do not operate in the same fashion as explosives on tribal lands operate with citizens. They will explode regardless of where they are at the moment of activation, and they cannot be deactivated once triggered. Then there is the other item, the delayed explosives. The same rules apply, although they will only ignite after one minute has passed. They both possess an immediate blast radius of five yards, with a propensity for additional damage up to fifteen yards. If you decide to use one, make sure that the conditions are suitable.’ 
 
    After being provided with provisions in the form of several days supply of bread, meat and vegetables, we completed a final check on our weapons and armor and headed out in a line like a coordinated military force to the southern side of the land. 
 
    Two guards unlocked the gate as we approached and provided us passage into the wilderness, and as the gates closed behind us Ralos stopped our group and drew us into a circle. 
 
    ‘From here there is no time to waste. We move quickly and silently, unless something blocks our path, in which case we kill it swiftly and continue. We should reach the Bridge of Keltamir by tomorrow, presuming nothing interrupts our passage.’ 
 
    ‘That’s how far away this place is?’ I asked, trying to hold back my shock. 
 
    ‘Unfortunately, yes,’ Ralos replied, as the pair of us set aside our impromptu rivalry for a few moments. ‘The wood-elves may be feral, but they move fast. They will be getting closer and closer to their lands by the second.’ 
 
    A chill ran through me at the thought of Santana and Mariana being trailed along for that amount of time. They could have been in cages, or strung up by their ankles and wrists… 
 
    I thought of my wife being prodded with spears and screamed at. 
 
    It was the dead of night and exhaustion should have been setting in, but I had never felt more awake in my entire life. 
 
    For her I could set aside my ego about answering to Ralos. 
 
    ‘Lead the way,’ I said to him. 
 
    ‘Single file,’ he responded, looking to us all. ‘If you feel your pace slowing take another potion. Let us move.’ 
 
    We all drew a potion of haste from our inventories and drank them down, throwing the vials aside. 
 
    I looked out into the wilds of Agraria, unsure of what kind of hell awaited us out there in that midnight abyss. 
 
    Ralos drew a deep breath and began to jog ahead along the path. The sun-elf guards followed, Lara and Elera moved behind, and I remained at the back. We jogged for a minute before the potion suddenly set in. 
 
    Our pace increased unnaturally fast; the last time I had taken one of these was weeks back, when Ariadne and I had journeyed to the bandit camp that had attacked us. 
 
    That seemed like an age ago, and at the time it had been one of the most dangerous things I had done in my life. 
 
    Now we were literally running towards enemy territory. 
 
    But it didn’t matter. All I could think of was Santana, and whether she was safe. 
 
    And if she wasn’t… 
 
    I didn’t know what I would do. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Ten 
 
      
 
    Blurred shapes rushed past all around. Any one them could have been a creature waiting to jump out and take us down, but I didn’t give a shit. I would go down swinging or die before I keeled over. I wouldn’t sleep until I got her back. 
 
    I gritted my teeth and focused ahead as we tore through the forest, sprinting at an Olympic pace like it was nothing. 
 
    We had been running for hours now, dodging past trees and ducking beneath branches as we smashed through the undergrowth in a coordinated, single-file line. 
 
    For Ralos and the guards this was probably second nature. They were a coordinated tribe that had been raised from the ashes of war. No doubt they were all battle-trained. 
 
    But when they were overwhelmed by a fighting force of a thousand, things changed fast. 
 
    To Lara this was also part of who she was. She had been a hunter for years, and had literally grown up learning how to track down prey of all kinds, as well as surviving in the wilderness. 
 
    I had been training since I arrived in the military, and pushing through pain and difficulty was part of who I was; my dad had been teaching me how to do it since I was a kid. 
 
    Elera was the outlier. She had lived in the wilderness her entire life, but I didn’t know how used to this kind of thing she was. 
 
    She had probably never had to endure running for long distances, but with the help of the potion of haste she was doing a fine job of keeping up with the rest of us in formation. 
 
    My nymph had already proved herself to be loyal; with the shelter and love that I offered her, she had given her loyalty and love straight back to me. 
 
    She would be a formidable force once we reached the rivers, and she would appreciate the water. Even though she had a hefty supply of Essence of the River, the potion that kept her alive outside of water, she still needed the sensation of it against her skin to keep her mind steady. 
 
    For hours the route continued, and we continued to chug back the potions of haste as the sun began to rise and fill the forest with light. Eyes open and pressing ahead as light filtered through the leaves and branches and trees, I hardly noticed. 
 
    Thoughts had stopped running through my mind after what had happened. The only thing that remained was a raw, wordless, animal anger. 
 
    Someone from my pack had been taken. 
 
    I was so entranced that I almost failed to notice Ralos’s quiet call to bring our group to a slow. After another fifty yards we stopped in a small, rare patch where the trees gave way to a patch of light that shimmered down on us. 
 
    We stopped and gathered around, crouching together in the undergrowth. 
 
    ‘We are entering unmapped territory from this point onwards. The bridge of Keltamir only a few miles south of here, but the closer we get the more the wood-elf numbers are likely to increase. Their outposts are scattered around the area.’ 
 
    ‘Any idea how many?’ 
 
    ‘More than can be counted. Some are abandoned, some are maintained. They build them quickly within the trees, like a bird building a nest, then abandon them afterwards. We must remain alert from this point onwards.’ 
 
    With the last potions of haste that we had taken wearing off, we moved through the forest at a fast walk. If we moved any faster our footsteps would be too loud, even with the white noise of the forest. 
 
    Elera moved to my side. 
 
    ‘I have never been this far from my home before.’ 
 
    ‘Me neither,’ I replied. ‘Even the Black Patch wasn’t this far out.’ 
 
    ‘Do you really think that we can trust these sun-elves?’ 
 
    ‘We don’t have a choice. They’re our only way to get Santana back.’ 
 
    We continued on for another mile, halting at every foreign sound that seemed too loud to be coming from the trees, until it revealed itself to be a wild hog or a bird scurrying about in the bushes. 
 
    I stayed focused the entire time. Even on the total lack of sleep that we were all suffering with, it was everyone’s responsibility to stay alert. 
 
    I meant what I had said to Elera, too. In this land I didn’t trust anybody, but Artrix had kept his word so far, and even though Ralos was a hothead, he was loyal to his father – that much was obvious from the show of power that the tribe master had demonstrated just hours ago back at the land. 
 
    ‘There.’ 
 
    Ralos spoke from the front, and we all came to an immediate halt. He pressed a finger to his lips and pointed ahead. 
 
    We kept watch on our footsteps, ensuring that we moved silently, until a large but obscured opening granted us a view onto the threat that lay ahead. 
 
    The wood-elves might have abandoned the outposts in the trees, but a few still remained behind on the ground. 
 
    In the clearing ahead were a group of six, all males. Five looked much like the others that had attacked the sun-elf homeland, sitting around a fire over which something was cooking; it could have been an animal but it was too charred to make out. 
 
    So they liked their food moving or burnt to a crisp. 
 
    Their spears were resting against the nearby trunks or on the logs they were seated upon, but they were the last things that I was afraid of. 
 
    The main threat came from the sixth wood-elf. 
 
    At first I wasn’t even sure that that was what this thing was. It bore the same green skin as its comrades, and the same gnarled, sharpened teeth protruding from its lips, but everything was twice as large. 
 
    It’s head stood seven feet above the ground, and that was while seated. After a moment of us watching him he stood, bringing his hulking form to a height of ten feet. A tattered loin cloth hung around his waist, and as he stood he wrapped one of his bulky hands around the handle of a hefty, stubby war hammer that was smeared with dried blood. 
 
    ‘Jesus fucking Christ…’ I whispered beneath my breath. 
 
    I turned to Lara, who was usually ready for a fight, but her eyes were wide with bafflement. 
 
    ‘I didn’t even think there were any left…’ She whispered. 
 
    ‘What is that thing?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a wood-troll,’ Elera chipped in. ‘I have only ever heard about them from my nymph-sisters in fairy tales.’ 
 
    ‘You have fairy tales?’ I asked her. 
 
    ‘Why is that so strange to you?’ 
 
    ‘Because you are a being from fairy tales.’ 
 
    ‘I am very much real – and so is he, by the looks of things.’ 
 
    ‘And his hammer,’ Lara added. 
 
    I looked past Elera to Ralos, who was quietly conferring with his guards. I looked at him and nodded my head in the opposite direction of the clearing. 
 
    Our group of six pushed back to convene. 
 
    ‘We need to take these things down fast and quietly,’ I said. 
 
    ‘A brute force attack, then,’ Ralos said. ‘There are six of us and six of them. One each.’ 
 
    ‘Aside from the big guy,’ I replied. ‘He counts as five guys on his own. You really think one of us needs to draw the short straw and take him out?’ 
 
    ‘Are you afraid, tribe master?’ 
 
    ‘Not for myself,’ I said. ‘For all of us. It’s our duty to keep each other alive.’ 
 
    ‘There is no need to be reluctant to show your fear,’ he said flatly. ‘I am willing to attack the beast.’ 
 
    ‘Can we cut the dick-measuring contest for a second?’ I said in a stern, hushed tone. I wanted to leap at this dickhead and wrap my hands around his neck, but then we would be a man down. 
 
    ‘I do not know you that well,’ Elera said, turning to Ralos. ‘But I think Jack would win such a contest.’ 
 
    Lara suppressed a laugh, and I might have joined in if the constant thought of Santana wasn’t at the back of my mind. 
 
    ‘We can do this quickly,’ I continued. ‘We just have to use everyone’s strengths. We’ve got the upper hand considering they don’t even know we’re here yet.’ 
 
    ‘And what brilliant plan do you have in mind?’ Ralos said, biting the inside of his mouth. 
 
    This fucking guy. One second he was okay in my books, the other he just couldn’t put his ego away. 
 
    But no matter how much he was getting on my nerves, I needed him and his men. We were better as a team than we were separated. 
 
    ‘All right,’ I said, taking a second to think of a plan of action. ‘Here’s how we’re going to do this.’ 
 
    A few minutes later we were in position. 
 
    I, Ralos and the sun-elf guards converged on either side of the clearing, I and a guard on the closest side and Ralos and the other guard opposite us 
 
    Meanwhile, Elera moved to the spot behind where the gigantic wood-troll was seated, hunkered down on a gigantic log that, upon closer inspection of the nearby trunk, he had pulled down himself. 
 
    Finally Lara, moved to the point opposite the troll, which gave her a clear shot directly at his head. 
 
    We were all at the ready, waiting with bated breath. 
 
    If everything was timed right, we would take the entire group down in seconds. We had the element of surprise on our side, and that was invaluable when used properly. 
 
    Fuck it up, though, and all hell would break loose. 
 
    Fighting wasn’t the way it appeared in the movies. It was bloody and messy and people could get killed in the most unlikely ways. Insane, improbable things could happen. 
 
    I could still remember a trip to Ypres back when I was a kid where we visited a Somme museum, and saw two bullets that had struck each other in mid-air and wrapped around each other. The chances of it taking place were statistically impossible, but it could still happen. 
 
    Our process was finalised. All we had to do was execute it. 
 
    We waited. 
 
    Waited. 
 
    Then, finally, the variable shifted. The wood-troll stood from his seat. 
 
    Through the bushes I saw Elera’s blue hand slide along the ground like a snake. 
 
    Whoosh. 
 
    A burst of ice flew from her hand and clung to the wood-troll’s legs. He tried to move then, realising that he couldn’t, began to grunt. 
 
    The painful sensation of the cold must have hit him, because he suddenly began to yell. 
 
    The wood-elves stood with questioning tones in their native tongue, looking to their gigantic comrade. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    An arrow flew from the shrubbery where Lara resided and slammed straight into the troll’s eye. 
 
    I couldn’t believe the accuracy of the shot – she was damn good with a bow, but this was incredible, even for her. 
 
    We weren’t done with him yet, though. My hunch was that he would have the same capacity as an animal to continue moving, even with his brain damaged. 
 
    I raised my hand through the leaves, aiming at his chest. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    Using my power stone back at the land of the sun-elves had worked because of the confined space. 
 
    This group of wood-elves were too spread out for me to have any real impact. 
 
    Now, though, I focused its energy on the big bastard in front of me.               
 
    The wave of telekinetic energy struck him exactly as I needed. With his legs frozen in place and his head stunned, the strike sent him flailing back and slamming into the bushes, too dazed to recover. 
 
    Now. 
 
    With Lara and Elera’s primary task completed, the remaining four of us leaped from the bushes and began swinging. 
 
    There were five wood-elves remaining, all standing at human height, but three didn’t even have their weapons in hand by the time we started attacking. 
 
    I moved to the one immediately in front of me as he scrambled for his spear. I screamed out viciously and swung my sword down over my head. With a slash it cut straight through his arm, severing it and sending him into a mad frenzy. 
 
    I grunted angrily, stepped back on my heel clear of him as he dived towards me with teeth bearing, and swung wide from left to right. 
 
    My blade cut through the front of his neck. Blood splashed through the air as his jugular tore, splattering onto me as he fell to the ground, choking in a prolonged death rattle. 
 
    To my right, the guard who had been paired with me was driving the tip of his spear down into a wood-elf’s stomach brutally as the feral assailant flailed on the ground. 
 
    Up ahead, the second guard speared the third wood-elf through the face and tore the end free. We all turned our attention to Ralos, but he was doing fine on his own, even with the two wood-elves that had turned his way. 
 
    The first was already incapacitated, prostrate on the floor as Ralos slashed through the body. Breathing wildly like a predator, he turned to the final wood-elf and raised his sword. 
 
    ‘WAIT!’ 
 
    I yelled the word out and sprinted forward, dropping my sword as I reached Ralos and grabbing his arm. 
 
    My own formidable strength was matched by his own as he strived to bring his weapon down in frenzy. He tried to throw me off, but I clung on and pushed him to the side. 
 
    ‘What?!’ 
 
    Just like his father, it was the first time I had truly seen him lose his temper, but in times of war everything was on the cards. 
 
    ‘We need one alive.’ 
 
    Ralos gritted his teeth and momentarily gathered himself. 
 
    ‘These things are animals, Jack. Even if he could speak our tongue, he won’t.’ 
 
    ‘Then you can kill him yourself when he proves that to be true.’ 
 
    He shot me a hard look, but there was no way I was conceding to him. 
 
    The wounded wood-elf coughed upon the ground, a stab wound at the top of his left pectoral spilling with fluids as his lungs filled with blood. 
 
    Aside from him, all of our enemies were dead – or at least that was what I thought. 
 
    In the shrubs nearby there was a groan and a shuffling. At first I thought that it was the squealing grunt of an angry mother boar intent on protecting her young. 
 
    Suddenly, a large column rose up from the bushes before slamming down upon the forest ground. 
 
    No, not a column – it was the wood troll’s arm, a closed fist at the end. 
 
    Almost immediately after, he began forcing his way up, guided by some prevailing electrical signals in his brain that were still pushing him forwards. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    ‘Kill him!’ 
 
    One of the guards yelled it out, but it didn’t make a difference. We were all thinking it. 
 
    The six of us converged on the wood troll like a pack of wolves ourselves, unleashing a torrent of slashes and arrows and bolts of frost until he ceased to move. 
 
    The fight had taken less than a minute from beginning to end, and even so it felt like the whole process had started and finished in a few blurred seconds. 
 
    I returned to the dying wood-elf, pointing my bloody sword at his chest as I looked him in the eyes. The two grey-white orbs grafted into his head glared back at me as blood continued to froth from his mouth. 
 
    They couldn’t speak English, but if I used the most basic terms I might have somehow gotten through to him. 
 
    ‘The women,’ I growled, ‘Where?’ 
 
    Ralos joined me at my side while the guards and my wives kept watch for any other threats. 
 
    ‘This is pointless, human,’ Ralos said. ‘You will get nothing from him.’ 
 
    ‘I might as well try.’ I dropped my sword to the ground and kneeled, grabbing the wood-elf by the throat. My reaction was to drag him towards me, but with no clothes his neck was the only leverage I had, and instead of trying to bring him to me, I forced him back into the dirt, compressing my fingers tightly around his neck. 
 
    I had killed men in plenty of ways, but I had never strangled anyone before. It was painful and slow, like drowning, but he was one of them, and he deserved it – the power I felt with this being’s life literally in my hands, combined with the fact that he likely had knowledge of my missing wife’s fate, only made me grip harder. 
 
    That was right… Fate. For all I knew, she could have been dead. 
 
    ‘The women,’ I said, trying to think of a similar word. ‘Wives.’ I pointed to Lara and Elera where they stood nearby, looking out into the forest. ‘Where?’ 
 
    I allowed the wood-elf to turn his head beneath my grasp slightly. He set his eyes on my wives, then looked back to me. 
 
    He smiled. 
 
    A guttural, cackling chuckle followed through the massing of blood and bile in his mouth. 
 
    ‘WHERE?’ 
 
    I brought my face to within half a foot of his. I didn’t care if he spat at me – I would pummel his face into the ground. 
 
    But then, in his dying moments, he managed a single, obscured utterance. 
 
    ‘Zagor… Zagor…!’ 
 
    He looked so happy with himself that he almost managed to shout it, but the exertion of those sounds were the final efforts of his life. The smile sharply faded, his whole body tensed, and then he went limp beneath my grasp. 
 
    I stared into his lifeless eyes for a moment longer before pulling my hand away and looking up to Ralos. 
 
    I expected him to be shaking his head in self-contented disappointment, but instead he was looking at the wood-elf’s corpse with a deeply unsettled look on his face. 
 
    The moment he caught me looking at him he readjusted his expression to the stern one that he always had, his brow furrowed and focused. 
 
    After ascertaining no outside threats, my wives re-joined me at my side while Ralos’s guards joined him. 
 
    ‘Did he speak of anything?’ One of the guards asked. 
 
    ‘Nothing of consequence,’ Ralos replied flatly. 
 
    ‘He said something,’ I said, looking between them. ‘Zagor. What does that mean?’ 
 
    The guards both sniggered to each other. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny about that?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘It is but a story,’ one of the guards said, cleaning the blood from the tip of his spear. 
 
    ‘The demi-god of a feral people,’ the other chuckled. ‘Likely begging to be handed into the arms of his overlord. His words are of no use.’ 
 
    The guards returned to tending to their weapons. I glanced between them, then back to Ralos, expecting to see a look of silent mockery – but that wasn’t it. Seriousness was still present. 
 
    He glanced up at me once more from the body and turned away sharply, cleaning off his weapon on a blanket covering a nearby log. 
 
    ‘We are not far from the bridge of Keltamir,’ he said. ‘It is best that we find somewhere to sleep for the rest of the day until night falls. Moving onto the wood-elves’ land in darkness would be much more beneficial to us.’ 
 
    ‘Is stopping really the best plan?’ I asked. ‘The more time we leave between catching up with them, the more likely they are to be in real danger.’ 
 
    ‘Darkness will aid our mission greatly. Invading their land during daylight will be a death sentence. We are of no use to our lost people dead.’ 
 
    I could usually pull my tactics together to get through the impossible, but with the loss of Santana my mind was still all over the fucking place. The anger and the grief over her kidnapping had clouded my judgement more than I could even begin to believe. 
 
    As much as I hated to admit it, Ralos was right. He might have been an asshole, but he was a decent tactician. 
 
    We quickly searched the wood-elves encampment for any information, but there was nothing of consequence. Out of habit I searched their inventories but found that they were carrying few things on their persons aside from minor rusty weapons and old pieces of food. 
 
    We destroyed what was left of the camp, then amongst us quickly heaved the bodies of the five human-sized wood-elves into thicker sections of shrubbery in the forest. 
 
    The wood troll was impossible to move. We could tell that just by looking at him, as well as the shaking that the ground had given off when his body had struck it. 
 
    Instead we did our best to cover him with bark and leaves, hoping that the creatures of the forest would feast on his remains and his comrades’ before another wood-elf troop came along and found them. 
 
    I knew that they were expecting our approach, just not in what form or from what direction. 
 
    But if they found the bodies, their land would be on an even higher alert, ready for our imminent approach. 
 
    Once the job was done we continued through the forest for another mile, moving quickly and quietly without the help of the potions of haste at a steady jog. 
 
    Around three miles from the bridge of Keltamir Lara’s voice called out to us. 
 
    ‘Hold.’ 
 
    The six of us grouped together quickly and looked to where was she pointing. 
 
    I wasn’t sure what I was looking at at first, but then my eyes focused on an unnaturally flat section of wood high in the trees above. The branches that supported it were thick and stable, and as I followed it further I saw that it was connected to a cluster of other trees that supported further platforms of planks hidden among leaves and foliage. 
 
    ‘No ladder,’ I commented. 
 
    ‘The wood-elves do not require them,’ Ralos said, looking up to the lookout post. ‘They are excellent climbers. They simply crawl up the trunks. It is why we remove any taller trees in the forest surrounding our homeland. The high ground gives them too much of an advantage. We must find our own way up.’ 
 
    By my estimations the platforms were ten yards above our heads. That distance stretched out horizontally on the ground was nothing, but vertically it was a whole other story. 
 
    Dropping from that height would be like falling out of a fourth story window, and if the fall didn’t get us then the wood-elves surely would. 
 
    But it was our only choice. If our enemies really did abandon their posts once they were done with them, then it made sense for us to occupy one that had been left behind. 
 
    We could be safe, if at least only for a few hours. 
 
    At the base of a nearby tree we found a low-hanging branch that was sufficiently strong enough to hold the strain of our repetitive climbing. 
 
    Elera went first. I went to give her a leg-up, but she ignored my gesture and leaped up to it deftly, pulling herself onto its surface and then climbing sharply to the next. 
 
    Living in the forest her whole life had afforded my nymph more than a few extra skills, namely moving fast. As I watched her move higher and higher, I just hoped that her blue skin wouldn’t be an easy target against the greens and browns of the wilds. 
 
    I tried to rest easy on the fact that she had survived this long. 
 
    Lara followed; she wasn’t as fast, but the lean strength she possessed took her upwards quickly in pursuit of Elera. 
 
    All that was left was for me to follow. 
 
    I jumped and grabbed the branch, wrenching myself up and securing my footing. I had never been afraid of heights, especially considering the fact that I had been a pilot in my previous life, and this time was no different; scanning the branch just ahead, I calculated my jump and leaped forwards, swinging a little on the thin but sturdy pole of wood and using the momentum to swing myself up and onto it. 
 
    Just behind me, Ralos and the guards made short work of the path through the trees. They kept up with me just fine, their lean forms moving so swiftly it was as if they were carrying half of their body weight. 
 
    In no time the distance from the ground multiplied, and before I knew it I and my wives were crowded on a cluster of branches just a few yards from the edge of one of the platforms. 
 
    ‘One of us should go first,’ Elera suggested, looking over her shoulder at me from her crouched position. ‘We need to make sure there are no threats.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll go,’ I said. ‘Just hang back in case anything goes wrong.’ 
 
    ‘Why are we delayed?’ Ralos called up from behind me. ‘Rest is not a commodity that is easy to come by in these parts.’ 
 
    ‘You can be well-rested or you can be dead,’ I called back. ‘I thought you’d be the first to want to approach this strategically.’ 
 
    ‘My strategy is to kick the door down and start swinging. I would advise you do the same while you are up there.’ 
 
    ‘I’ll take that into account,’ I called back, flipping him off with my middle finger over my shoulder. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Ralos asked. ‘What is that hand gesture?’ 
 
    ‘It means thank you.’ 
 
    I moved carefully past Elera and Lara, edging along the jut of a broken branch and readying myself for a jump. 
 
    I had to time it perfectly. A single fault in my technique and I would go plummeting down to the earth below. 
 
    Trading and building in Agraria might have worked like a video game interface, but getting hurt didn’t bring make a dropping health bar appear. 
 
    Flesh could be sliced and bones could be broken, and death was very real. 
 
    I swayed myself, one foot on the branch and the other on the platform, then launched myself forward. 
 
    The end of my foot reached the edge of the platform, and one of my yearning hands just managed to grab hold of a higher branch that allowed me to wrench myself up. 
 
    I metaphorically wiped my brow, but there was no time to congratulate myself. The moment I had made sure that my footing was secure, I retrieved my sword and scanned the treetop lookout-post. 
 
    It was spread out between two canopied layers of branches and leaves; those below that had obscured our view, and those above that kept the sunlight at bay a little. 
 
    The boards were secure enough, stretching out across several trees and wrapping around trunks. It took the form of a sophisticated treehouse, offering a secure space to relax. 
 
    I held my sword before me, edging along the panels and examining every area that lurked beyond my eyeline, behind tree trunks and around corners. 
 
    There was no sign of a threat, but there were signs that the wood-elves had been occupying this area some time ago. Logs acting as seats and old pieces of food were scattered around, even an old spear that was broken in two and the rusting head of an axe that had been left behind. 
 
    To my relief there were no enemies present, and there was plenty of space for us all to get some rest in the meantime. 
 
    I returned to the edge and looked back down to my companions. 
 
    ‘It’s safe,’ I called over to them. ‘You can all come on up.’ 
 
    Elera moved first. I offered a hand to her as she jumped across, but she ignored me completely once again and landed expertly on the platform before shooting me a smile and brushing past me. 
 
    Lara moved next, grabbing my arm for support but not needing it. 
 
    ‘Don’t suppose you need me to hold your hands, do you?’ I said down to Ralos and the guards as they followed the route to where I and my wives had just been standing. 
 
    ‘Hardly,’ Ralos said arrogantly, looking to his guards. 
 
    They moved first, and for the first time I saw the brilliance with which they moved. One after the other, the guards propelled themselves through the air at a speed that seemed impossible to my eyes. I stepped aside sharply as the first launched himself straight at me. 
 
    My head spun in his direction, and for a second I thought that the speed would bring him down hard onto the wooden platforms – too hard, for that matter, to the point where he would bring the whole structure down, and us with it. 
 
    Instead I was surprised to see the lightness with which he landed. His connection with the boards hardly made a sound. 
 
    I turned just in time to see the second guard do the same, landing gracefully. 
 
    Impressed, I turned to see Ralos, the last of our group, readying himself to make the jump. The guy was full of himself, and I had no doubt he would be the same about his upcoming move. 
 
    ‘Stand aside, human,’ the heir said. ‘We sun-elves may appear to land lightly, but do not underestimate our strength. I would sooner knock you down.’ 
 
    ‘Whatever you say,’ I replied, standing aside and leaving him enough room. 
 
    Ralos jumped – and his foot slipped. 
 
    He yearned forwards, his hands madly scrambling with minds of their own for something, anything, to cling on to. 
 
    That anything had to be me. 
 
    I moved sharply forwards. Throwing myself to the ground and leaning over the edge, I reached out and wrapped both of my hands around Ralos’s forearm. 
 
    By some miracle I caught him. 
 
    His body was heavy as he swung in the air by my grasp. For a moment he looked down at the drop below, past his swaying legs from ten yards above the ground. 
 
    Then he looked up to me. 
 
    It would have been easy to gloat, but in that moment, as we glared back at each other flatly, there was no judgement, no smile, no anger. 
 
    I grunted with strained effort, wrenching him up a little before balling my hands into a fist. Tensing, I lifted the sun-elf up until his free hand could grab hold of the platform ledge. 
 
    From there he pulled himself up, and I stepped back to let him make his entrance. 
 
    He breathed deeply, wiping himself down and looking back over the edge before meeting my gaze again. 
 
    ‘Thank you,’ he said quietly, bluntly even, before nodding at me and brushing past, into the innards of the post. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    After making the place a little more comfortable with the help of some blankets, we had set up a small sleeping area near the point along which we had arrived. It would be seven hours till sundown, allowing enough time for us to rest and eat something before the trek to the bridge at nightfall. 
 
    We agreed to take hourlong shifts on lookout until then, but my main concern was actually managing to get some sleep. I had been forced through training designed to test the mind and the body to their limits back on Earth, but sleeping during broad daylight was something that I always found tough. I craved total darkness. 
 
    That wasn’t the only thing stopping me from sleeping, though. The thought of stopping during our mission to rescue Santana felt like a betrayal of everything I held dear. 
 
    But deep down I knew that I had to do it. Our group was composed of strong fighters, but we were of no use if we went in swinging blind in an attempt to rescue our stolen women, falling asleep before we had a chance to land a single stroke. 
 
    Fortunately, the sun-elves had methods for just such an occasion. 
 
    One of the guards handed round a single large red leaf to each of us, including Lara and Elera who were leaning up against a large tree trunk by my sides as we stretched out beneath blankets. 
 
    The girls took it casually, but I only examined it in confusion and looked back and forth between them 
 
    Lara tore off a piece of the leaf and consumed it, then Elera did the same. 
 
    ‘What the hell are you doing?’ I asked them both. 
 
    They both failed to respond, Lara shaking her with a grin at the edge of her lips while Elera stifled a laugh. 
 
    The sun-elf guard that had handed them to us replied before consuming his own. 
 
    ‘Aurora leaf,’ he said simply. ‘To help you sleep. Place it upon your tongue until the taste disappears, then remove it. Your shift is last, so I suggest that you use all of it.’ 
 
    He placed a piece in his mouth and headed to his own bedroll. 
 
    I examined the leaf once more, then placed it into my mouth. 
 
    To my surprise it possessed the sweetness of milk, then honey as the tiny spores pressed against my tongue. 
 
    I indulged in the flavour until it vanished, then removed it and set it aside, just a few moments after my wives did the same. 
 
    ‘I cannot believe you don’t know what aurora leaf is,’ Elera giggled. 
 
    ‘I’m not from around here, remember?’ I said. ‘There’s a lot of things I don’t know.’ 
 
    ‘It is probably best that you do not know about such a thing. If you take it too much you can’t sleep without it.’ 
 
    I settled into my bedroll and tried to clear my mind. Even though my missing wife was still on my mind, the leaf took control, and within minutes I had passed out. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    Sunlight glowered through the trees into a heavenly clearing. Within, a woman was standing. Her hair was a beautiful, sun-kissed red, her dress a much darker colour. 
 
    ‘Santana?’ 
 
    I moved closer, feeling weightless. I couldn’t hear my footsteps on the dry, leafy ground, but I knew that I was getting nearer to her. 
 
    If I could just reach her. 
 
    I began to run. The forest stretched out endlessly, her image moving further away. 
 
    I sprinted harder, rushing ahead for ours until everything condensed, and she was right in front of me. 
 
    ‘… Santana?’ 
 
    ‘Please don’t leave me to die, husband.’ 
 
    I placed a hand on her shoulder and turned her towards me. 
 
    The first thing I saw was the bouquet of flowers held in her hands. They were flourishing and budding perfectly. 
 
    I looked up at her smiling face. 
 
    ‘Are you… Are you okay?’ 
 
    She didn’t respond, only continued to smile back at me. 
 
    Her smile became wistful and she looked down at the flowers in her hands. 
 
    I followed her gaze. They wilted rapidly and began to decay, as if weeks were passing in the space of seconds. 
 
    ‘Jack…?’ 
 
    I looked back up and no longer say my wife. 
 
    Her face was decaying like a rotting corpse, her hair withering. Her eyes dried and turned to rot, dripping down her face, and her mouth opened in a silent scream. 
 
    ‘No…’ 
 
    I staggered back, and her arms raised like a zombie. 
 
    She collapsed towards me, falling into my arms and crumbling into dust. 
 
    ‘Santana?!’ 
 
    I shuddered awake and sat up sharply. The sun had become low, filling the lookout post with a deep orange light. By my sides, Elera and Lara were sleeping soundly, and on the other side of the platform the guards were doing the same. 
 
    Had I said that out loud or was it part of the dream? 
 
    If I had said it out loud, it probably wouldn’t have made much of a difference. The leaf had knocked everybody out cold – everybody except for one. 
 
    I set my blanket aside and took up my sword, sheathing it at my side as I headed across the platforms in search of Ralos. His shift was up, and it was time for my own to begin in the final hour before we left for the bridge. 
 
    I heard him before I saw him. A low, humming sound too constant to be something that wasn’t sentient was moving through the nearby trees. 
 
    On the far side of the outpost I found him. He was sat cross-legged at the edge of the far platform, looking out over the forest below. 
 
    As I rounded to the side, keeping a distance from him, I found that he wasn’t surveying the landscape. His eyes were closed, and after a few long moments of stillness he leaned forwards and bowed down, his spine curving unnaturally, painfully. 
 
    He was meditating, or praying. I couldn’t tell. 
 
    Either way it was a private moment, and even if we hadn’t gotten along brilliantly so far, I wasn’t going to interrupt and make things worse. 
 
    I moved to go, but after a single step- 
 
    ‘Your shift begins shortly, tribe master.’ 
 
    I turned back around. Ralos was still static where he was. 
 
    ‘I didn’t want to interrupt,’ I said. ‘Just looked… Personal. Not for me to get in the way of peace, especially in a time like this.’ 
 
    ‘I have never felt at peace. Not since I learned of my father’s approaching demise.’ 
 
    Ralos shifted from his seated position, sitting himself at the edge of the platform and bringing up his inventory. Considering it was his own I couldn’t know what he was producing from it, but the moment he closed the window, a pair of cigars appeared in his hand. They were rudimentary and messily structured, but that was definitely what they were. 
 
    ‘Care for one?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t smoke.’ 
 
    ‘Neither do I, but we are here. And, as you say, these are dangerous times.’ 
 
    I looked over my shoulder towards the area where my wives and the guards were sleeping, not because of their disapproval of my smoking – I doubted that either of them would give a shit – but to make sure that there was no sign of any intruders. 
 
    We were safe, at least for now. 
 
    I sat down next to Ralos, my legs dangling over the edge of the platform. A single jump and I would plummet to my death. 
 
    Ralos handed me a cigar, then lit both mine and his promptly with a flint and tinder. Difficult in my world, but he had the task completed in seconds. 
 
    I had smoked at weddings with best men and at New Year’s parties an age ago; I didn’t cough as a result, and knew how to hold it in. 
 
    It tasted just like tobacco. 
 
    ‘Shouldn’t you be getting some rest?’ I said. ‘We’re out of here in an hour.’ 
 
    ‘Praying suffices for the time being.’ 
 
    ‘You’re a religious man?’ 
 
    ‘Are we not all in our own ways?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know if I’d call myself religious,’ I replied. ‘Considering what’s happened to me… This could be heaven. Or hell, I’m not sure.’ 
 
    ‘Heaven and hell?’ Ralos replied inquisitively. ‘Those are words I do not know.’ 
 
    ‘Heaven is the good place. Hell is the bad place. You go to one when you die, depending on the kind of person you are when you’re alive.’ 
 
    ‘And what are the criteria for each?’ 
 
    ‘I thought that would be obvious.’ 
 
    ‘Different tribes possess different morals, different definitions of what is good and what is bad, as you say.’ 
 
    ‘Where I’m from…’ I started, choosing my words carefully, ‘There are a lot of different lands and a lot of different religions. They all have different definitions.’ 
 
    ‘Ah, I see. That is likely the very reason that so many fear higher powers in the first place though, no?’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Because they are afraid of what happens to them after their minds die.’ 
 
    I inhaled from the cigar and puffed it out into the forest. 
 
    ‘Maybe. That is the question, though, isn’t it?’ 
 
    ‘That is indeed the question, human,’ Ralos replied, cracking a smile. 
 
    ‘So who do you pray to you? If you don’t mind me asking.’ 
 
    ‘No one.’ 
 
    ‘No one? Doesn’t that defeat the point of praying?’ 
 
    ‘I do not pray to the gods. The practice is somewhat common among sun-elves, but I am not one of them. I pray to the land around me. I pray to this world, and for its vast occurrences to allow me to achieve what I wish to achieve.’ 
 
    ‘Does it work?’ 
 
    ‘Sometimes,’ Ralos laughed lightly. ‘Sometimes not.’ 
 
    I paused, thinking for a moment. 
 
    ‘That phrase that the wood-elf said,’ I continued. ‘Zagor? One of your men said that it was the name of a demi-god. Do the wood-elves really worship him?’ 
 
    Ralos’s smile fell away quickly. He took a long pause. 
 
    ‘You stated that there are many religions in the land that you come from, yes?’ Ralos finally replied. ‘Well, this land is very similar. Some worship the 19 old gods and the many stories that came about from them. Others worship nothing. But the more feral tribes worship other beings… Ones that used to walk upon this land, but are now lost…’ 
 
    ‘Other beings? What kind of other beings?’ 
 
    ‘I suppose that you could call them… Monsters. The legends say that thousands of years ago they once walked the land, hulking high above the trees. They are not gods – they cannot create. They can only destroy, and they do so.’ 
 
    ‘They have a criteria for that, too?’ 
 
    ‘I think not.’ Ralos forced a smirk. 
 
    ‘You said… Cannot create.’ 
 
    ‘And?’ 
 
    ‘I’ve been talking to members of your family for the past 24 hours. I might jump the gun and say things that I regret sometimes, but you sun-elves watch every single word that comes out of your mouths, even when you get angry. And you said cannot create, as in right now. Do you… You don’t believe in these things, do you?’ 
 
    Ralos went to take another puff from his cigar but stopped, instead taking a breath of forest air. He turned to look over his shoulder back at the sleeping area and, seeing that it was quiet, continued. 
 
    ‘Have you ever met a beast of the forest? Not the small wolves, or the vicious hogs, but the larger kind?’ 
 
    ‘Just one. A mother wolf, big enough to swallow me whole. We killed her a few weeks ago after she attacked our land.’ 
 
    ‘That was you? The wolf’s head at the trading post north of here?’ 
 
    ‘It was.’ 
 
    Ralos smiled widely, genuinely, for the first time since I had met him. He offered a hand, which I shook. 
 
    ‘Impressive work, I must say.’ 
 
    ‘Thank you. Why did you ask?’ 
 
    Solemnness crept back onto his face. 
 
    ‘A long time ago, when I was younger, before the weight of our small tribe fell upon my shoulders, I was exploring the forest miles from our land. I did not think much of the stories, and played freely. 
 
    ‘I was in this clearing when I fell through a hollow in the Earth. Down there I saw something, a gigantic creature in the darkness. Its eyes burned red. I never told my family about it, not even my father. He knew something had happened, but did not dwell on asking me. I think perhaps he thought it would make me into a man. 
 
    ‘But I know what I saw down there. I saw one of the ancient creatures. The ones that used to walk the earth, but now lurk below the land.’ 
 
    I knew what he spoke of. I had talked with my wives about it in the past. 
 
    ‘You’re not… You’re not saying these things are real, are you?’ 
 
    ‘I am saying that I believe in what my eyes can see. Perhaps the old gods exist, and if they do they do not walk the land – they exist in the air that we breathe, in the trees and in the water. But the broken beings that dwell in this land, that hide beneath it in the darkness… One of those I have seen. And when our women are captured, and a wood-elf’s dying breath is to utter the name of an ancient demigod, yes, it does make me worried for my sister… And for your wife.’ 
 
    ‘And this Zagor? What is he, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘An ancient, winged being, with fire-red eyes and smouldering wings. He possesses great strength, enough to shake the land to its core, taking sacrifices from those of us who dare to get close enough to him.’ 
 
    ‘You think he’s who you saw?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know which of the beings I saw. But I know that it is this infernal being that the wood-elves worship, and if they know that Zagor seeks sacrifices, it does not bode well for our lost women.’ 
 
    A chill ran up my spine. Every effort I had made to set my mind to something else had failed, because of the one common truth. 
 
    I didn’t give a shit about sleep or any form of self-preservation anymore. I needed to rescue my wife. 
 
    ‘Sunset in an hour,’ I said. ‘By the time we trek the few miles to the bridge it’ll be dark.’ 
 
    Ralos shot me a flat look and nodded in agreement. 
 
    We snubbed out our cigars and stood, heading back to the sleeping area to wake our companions. 
 
    We had set aside our differences. The guy was all right. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Eleven 
 
      
 
    Climbing to the treetop lookout post had been a dangerous enough job, but descending was much worse. With our weight pressing down against each branch as we dropped down from foothold to foothold, there was all the more chance that they would snap with the force. 
 
    Wood creaked and occasionally began to splinter but after a few minutes of precarious descent we arrived back on the forest floor and checked our provisions and weapons, finalising our plan. 
 
    We were heading onto the most dangerous part of our journey yet. 
 
    ‘Single-file again,’ Ralos said. ‘We do not stop until we reach the bridge of Keltamir. It is our only way across, and once there we are in hostile territory that is entirely unmapped to my kind. If we face enemies, we may need to improvise. Keep your weapons at the ready, and remain together. We cannot afford to lose each other in such a dangerous place. Use any and all means to keep yourselves alive.’ 
 
    Since the beginning of our journey Ralos had taken the lead, and he did so now once again. 
 
    We moved ahead through the early night. The foliage and shrubbery was becoming thicker now, as if we were moving somewhere that had never been walked upon by human feet for years. 
 
    Nature had taken control of this place. It was a true wilderness, not the comparably safe one that I had known surrounding my land. 
 
    We journeyed quietly for two miles, reacting sharply to any sound above the crunching of our feet on dried leaves. 
 
    Just one mile from the bridge, something unpleasant came our way. 
 
    ‘Eughh…’ Lara whispered. ‘What is that smell?’ 
 
    Lara’s senses weren’t quite as good as Ariadne’s, but as a hunter they were still adept. 
 
    So if she could smell it from this far off, it had to be bad. 
 
    ‘Which way?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Up ahead.’ 
 
    From the front Ralos pointed and nodded. We slowed again, watching our footing until the smell reached the rest of our group. 
 
    ‘Jesus Christ,’ I muttered, quelling a cough against my arm and covering my nose. 
 
    The sun-elves had had a graceful temperament during the rest of our journey, but now they all had the same reaction. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Ralos asked openly. 
 
    ‘Decay,’ I replied. ‘Something’s rotting out there, something big.’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps another wood-troll?’ One of the guards said. ‘It must have been festering for a while.’ 
 
    ‘Be on your guard,’ Ralos said. 
 
    The smell only became worse the further we went, until the land began to dip on a slight embankment. 
 
    The trees suddenly thinned and stopped, and our group emerged onto the edge of a large pit with sloped edges. 
 
    Moonlight shone down into the clearing, exposing the horror that lurked within. 
 
    Hundreds of flies buzzed among the rotting remains of different species of beasts; hogs, taurems, birds, all of which had been reduced to black and green pieces that festered around broken, jutting bone fragments. 
 
    Moss and mould crept up the sides of the slope, as if the spread of decay was attempting to claw its way up to the world of the living. 
 
    ‘Rot-pit,’ I said. ‘It’s where they leave the remains of dead animals.’ 
 
    ‘Such things rarely exist in the civilised areas of this land,’ Ralos said. ‘Have you spent time in the wilderness before?’ 
 
    ‘I used to go hiking with my dad in pretty remote places.’ 
 
    ‘Did you ever witness anything like that?’ 
 
    One of the guards pointed to a patch at the edge of the pit. 
 
    He was right – it wasn’t an animal. 
 
    A rotting human arm was sticking up out of the bloody, murky mass in the depths of the pit. 
 
    ‘Can’t say that I did,’ I replied. ‘Let’s get past this.’ 
 
    ‘Wait…’ Elera said. ‘That’s eldermoss.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ Ralos said sharply. 
 
    ‘Right there.’ Elera pointed to the open hand of the rotting human, where a single-stemmed, black-petalled flower was growing from. 
 
    ‘You are right, nymph,’ Ralos replied. 
 
    ‘Is it important?’ I asked. ‘We need to keep moving quickly.’ 
 
    ‘The eldermoss could aid our journey when we least expect it,’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘It is one of the rarest leaves of the forest,’ Lara whispered to me. ‘It only grows from the bones of some rotting beings. It can cure the effects of several ailments.’ 
 
    ‘And out here we never know what we may run into,’ Ralos said. ‘I will retrieve it quickly, then we can continue moving.’ 
 
    Ralos descended the slope of the pit, creeping closer to the rotting hand. 
 
    I couldn’t fathom how bad the stench would be down there. If it was any stronger it would have formed a mist that clouded the air. 
 
    ‘How does a person even end up down there?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Animals are not the only things that the wood-elves may eat,’ one of the guards said. ‘Travellers and explorers sometimes become lost out here, unaware of the dangers that lurk. To the wood-elves, those that stand on two feet are no more important than those that stand on four.’ 
 
    I searched out among the trees, scanning for movement in the darkness. 
 
    Ralos stopped at the base of the slope, clinging onto a thick vine that jutted from the side of the pit. With his other hand he used a short, thick bladed dagger to slice carefully through the base of the stem. 
 
    ‘Just a moment…’ He whispered. 
 
    Silence cast itself down on the clearing. 
 
    ‘Wait…’ 
 
    The stem snapped, and he took it back up in his hand, depositing both it and the dagger into his inventory. 
 
    ‘Okay,’ I said. ‘Now get yourself back up here so we can get moving.’ 
 
    ‘NYAAARRRRR!!!’ 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    A dark figure suddenly exploded from the pit. 
 
    We all drew our weapons instantly. 
 
    At first I thought that it was the rotting man, that his mind was still working down there somehow, but as the arm was thrown aside and the guts and bones sprayed in every direction, another figure emerged. 
 
    It was humanoid in shape and caked in the guts and blood that swamped down there, but in between its covered skin the flashes of green were unmistakable. They were too light to be rotten flesh. 
 
    This was a wood-elf. 
 
    It had been waiting, ready to ambush us. 
 
    With a vicious scream it threw itself at Ralos, brandishing a sharpened bone. 
 
    Ralos fell back against the side of the pit as the wood-elf threw its weight at him, stabbing the sharpened bone that he was brandishing into Ralos’s shoulder. 
 
    They were too close to each other. None of us had a clear shot, but we were all seeking it. 
 
    I moved to get down there, but Ralos had control of the situation. 
 
    Ralos screamed out, then grabbed hold of the wood-elf’s head in his hands. He pushed forwards, throwing himself onto his enemy. 
 
    They both plunged into the festering rot of the pit, Ralos pushing the wood-elf beneath the surface of the liquid. 
 
    Just before he did, the wood-elf let out a brutal screech that echoed through the forest. 
 
    Ralos’s actions became feral as he pressed the wood-elf under the liquid, drowning his assailant as he fought against him. 
 
    After delivering a few punches to the struggling wood-elf, there was a painful crunch as Ralos spun his hands around, breaking its neck. 
 
    Ralos turned and looked up to as the silence resumed. 
 
    I would never forget the look on his face. His eyes were filled with dread. 
 
    ‘That sound…’ Elera said quietly. ‘Do you remember the sirens? The call they made to their kin to bring them to their aid?’ 
 
    A few seconds of precious, painful quiet followed. 
 
    Then the screeching began. 
 
    It was coming from behind us. 
 
    Ralos staggered up from the pit instantly as if nothing had happened, and the six of us stood together at the edge of the pit, looking towards the screams. 
 
    ‘Move!’ Ralos commanded, turning to I and my wives. ‘We will hold them off!’ 
 
    ‘I’m not leaving you here!’ 
 
    ‘This mission will only succeed if there is somebody alive to complete it. Now go.’ 
 
    Ralos’s voice stung. There was a vicious crack to it, filled with anger and strength. 
 
    My wives looked back at me, waiting for my instruction. They would stay and fight by my side if I told them to – they would be loyal to me until the end. 
 
    It was just a question of whether or not I could be loyal to Ralos’s wishes. 
 
    He wasn’t my master, and I wasn’t his. 
 
    The stampeding through the trees became louder. The ground rumbled. 
 
    Ralos looked over his shoulder at me, and a vein pulsed in his brow as he laid his eyes on my face. 
 
    ‘GO!’ He yelled. ‘Or I will kill you myself!’ 
 
    I didn’t doubt that he meant it. 
 
    I turned to Lara and Elera and nodded to them. We set off at a sprint away from the scene, the knocking back a Potion of Haste each as we tore through the forest towards the bridge. 
 
    Howling and chanting and yelping from above and behind, from either side too. 
 
    Even at the speed at which we were running they were keeping up with us. Vines crunched and cut air as the wood-elves swung through the trees. 
 
    If the sun were out, I would be able to see them crawling along the trees like spiders launching an assault. 
 
    Through the darkness, just a few yards ahead, a spear swept in front of me. It’s end slammed into a tree, the handle shuddering as I ducked past it, followed closely by the girls. 
 
    ‘I can feel it,’ Elera shouted desperately. ‘It is here… It is…’ 
 
    ‘Hold, HOLD!’ 
 
    I yelled the words back to my wives. Suddenly we had emerged through the thick foliage and onto the precipice of a cliff. 
 
    The moonlight shone down upon us at the exposed edge. Elera skidded to a halt at my side, placing her hands on my back to stop herself, while Lara managed to slow herself, kicking up dirt that tipped off the edge and into the abyss below. 
 
    If the drop from the treetop hideout had been bad, this spelled total doom. The cliff dropped fifty yards, stopping at a series of razor-sharp rocks, forming a riverbed to a rushing body of water below. The river here was gigantic, flowing to our left with intense power, so much so that we could hear its strikes against the cliff sides even from up here. 
 
    It was as if the land had cracked open. 
 
    The land itself restarted thirty yards across from us, the forest resuming densely as if the gap was nothing but a pause in the earth. 
 
    In the moonlight I glanced up and down the length of the gap. 
 
    ‘Where the hell is the bridge?’ I asked myself frantically, my eyes darting about in search of it. 
 
    ‘There,’ Lara said, pointing to our left. I followed her guidance and found it. 
 
    I hadn’t seen it because I was looking for something completely different; in my head I expected a grand piece of architecture crumbling to bits, as if laid there by a long forgotten king. 
 
    Maybe a king had placed it down, but it was nothing like that now. 
 
    Only a rickety rope bridge spanned the gap. 
 
    We hurried to it along the yard of space offered by the forest at the cliff’s edge. As we ran, rock and petrified clods of dirt cracked and dropped into the rushing waters below. 
 
    Even if they splashed, we wouldn’t have heard a damn thing. 
 
    As we arrived at the bridge the howls seemed all-encapsulating, taking over the forest in a torrent of animalistic screams. 
 
    A pair of chipped and battered podiums that had once held great statues flanked our way. We rushed past them, Elera first and then Lara. 
 
    I looked back into the forest, searching for some sign of the Ralos and his guards, but there was nothing. 
 
    Fuck. 
 
    I started across the bridge, feeling the swaying caused by the girls the moment I set foot on it. 
 
    Wooden panels beneath my feet cracked and splintered as I moved, but stopping was the last thing I wanted to do. 
 
    At any moment it could give out. 
 
    I looked up, focusing on the sight of the girls as they reached the halfway point. 
 
    It was holding. 
 
    As I set foot onto the halfway point myself, the bridge’s lowest, sagging part, I looked down into the depths that lurked below. 
 
    Black, rushing water slammed by. It wouldn’t have a second’s thought at taking me with it, nor would any of the creatures lurking in its invisible path. 
 
    I continued on, guiding myself with the battered, twining ropes that gave some semblance of steadiness in the constant, infernal rocking. 
 
    Elera made it first, then Lara. 
 
    They both spun to look over at me. 
 
    ‘Move, Jack!’ Lara called out, ushering me to her. 
 
    I was heavier than they were, and as a result the balance of the structure only became worse. 
 
    Ten yards to go. 
 
    I let the ropes slip from my hands and sprinted forwards. The bridge creaked painfully in response. 
 
    A board cracked completely beneath my front foot and I lurched forwards, stumbling and leaping onto the cliff edge, into safety. 
 
    I turned to look back across the bridge in the dim moonlight. 
 
    ‘What do we do, Tall-man?’ Elera asked, a shudder appearing in her voice. 
 
    ‘We need to cut the bridge,’ I said. 
 
    ‘But how will we get back?’ 
 
    ‘Do you really wish to go back that way?’ Lara said to Elera, readying her bow and several arrows. ‘We need to find an alternative way back… If we get out of here.’ 
 
    ‘Come on…’ I grunted to myself, looking across the bridge for any sign of the sun-elves. ‘Get out of there…’ 
 
    I scanned the cliff edge that we had just been standing on searching for some sign of movement. 
 
    The forest had filled with wood-elves faster than I could believe, but there was a chance that Ralos and the guards were still alive. 
 
    A chance. 
 
    And still, the howling continued to grow. 
 
    ‘Jack, we have to cut it,’ Lara said. ‘The place is going to be swarming in no time. The forest on this side is filled with enough of them, and it will be a miracle if they have not heard us already. We need to go.’ 
 
    I gulped, scanning the trees obsessively. 
 
    ‘Come on, you son of a bitch…’ 
 
    Suddenly there was movement. 
 
    Lara drew an arrow, aiming. 
 
    ‘No, wait…’ 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    I had been living on a god damn prayer in the fractions of seconds from which I saw the figure. It was scrambling madly, almost inhuman in its movements. 
 
    It had to be a wood-elf. 
 
    Then- 
 
    The figure reached the bridge and exploded into a sprint. 
 
    In the moonlight its skin looked different, and even though it had spoken my name I thought that it was a wood-elf. I was ready to cut the bridge, but with a flash of light I saw that it wasn’t its skin, but the blood that covered its face. 
 
    It was Ralos. His guards were gone, and he was covered in the blood of his enemies, his clothes ripped and torn, but he was alive. 
 
    Just ten yards across the bridge a horde of wood-elves appeared from the trees, sprinting wildly after him. 
 
    To my side, Lara pulled an arrow and aimed past Ralos. 
 
    TWANG. 
 
    The arrow rocketed across the gap and slammed into the first wood-elf in pursuit of Ralos. It struck the wildling’s neck, after which he flailed madly to the side. 
 
    The second wood-elf behind him showed no regard for his falling comrade; he grabbed the dying wood-elf’s shoulders and cast him aside and off the bridge. 
 
    Lara drew another arrow as I readied my sword, preparing to cut the ropes the moment Ralos reached us. 
 
    Our sun-elf companion chanced a look over his shoulder to see the group chasing him – there were at least twelve pursuing him onto the bridge, and more crowding on the opposite ledge. 
 
    Ralos suddenly drew a knife from his belt. 
 
    He was ten yards from us. 
 
    He drew a swipe to the left and another to the right, slicing through the ropes. 
 
    Tonnes of pressure was released, and the structure gave out. 
 
    Unable to hold the weight, the panels dropped like piano keys into the darkness. 
 
    Ralos shouted out incoherently with supreme effort, leaping through the air with what little leverage he could muster from the falling panels. 
 
    Wood-elves screamed and yelped with terror as they dropped into the rushing abyss of water below. Their bodies fell against the backdrop of the cliff like dancing devils in a hellish landscape. 
 
    I threw my sword down and dropped to the ground, leaning over the edge and grasping out for Ralos’s hand. 
 
    I had gone too far – I was about to fall myself, even if I did get a hold of Ralos. 
 
    And I did. 
 
    His firm grip clasped around my hand, clinging onto me desperately. 
 
    And two more hands slammed down against my ankles, gripping onto my body weight as I clung onto Ralos. 
 
    To my side Lara was firing off arrows towards the wood-elves crowding on the opposite side of the cliffs. 
 
    ‘Pull him up, Tall-man!’ 
 
    Everything had happened in seconds. 
 
    I looked back down to Ralos. 
 
    He smiled up at me, almost mad with relief that he had made it out. 
 
    With his free hand, he threw up his satchel to the ledge, relieving himself of a little weight. 
 
    ‘Second time I had to save your ass from falling to your death,’ I grunted, tensing my arm to pull him up. 
 
    CRUNCH. 
 
    Ralos’s whole body suddenly jerked and tensed. It was like he was fighting against my grip. 
 
    His eyes went wide. 
 
    What happened? 
 
    Then I saw the long wooden handle sticking from Ralos’s back. The handle of a spear. 
 
    ‘No…’ 
 
    Ralos coughed harshly. This time the blood that appeared was his own. 
 
    ‘No, no…’ 
 
    ‘Take the bag…’ He spluttered. ‘Go… They need you.’ 
 
    Another spear slammed hard into the wall just a few feet from us. 
 
    In those moments, Ralos was still alive. It was the only reason I was still hanging on. I couldn’t drop a man to his death. 
 
    But I didn’t have to, because he had enough strength left within him to make the choice for me. 
 
    He wrenched his hand away from my grip, and then he was gone, plummeting into the water below. 
 
    ‘NO!’ 
 
    ‘Jack, we need to go now!’ 
 
    The screeches vanished, replaced by a high-pitched ringing in my ears that drowned every other sound around me. 
 
    We have to keep moving. 
 
    I turned and grabbed my sword and Ralos’s satchel as Lara fired a final arrow, just as another spear slammed into the ground at our feet. 
 
    We sprinted into the forest, unsure if I was leading us away from danger or deeper into it. 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Twelve 
 
      
 
    My hearing only returned a minute later as we sprinted through the land of the wood-elves. 
 
    My bearings returned to me for the sake of my wives. Maybe I didn’t give a shit about my own safety, but I had to keep my wives safe. They were relying on me. 
 
    And if we were going to stay safe, we needed to find shelter. 
 
    The forest possessed a ferocity that was unmatched even by the one that surrounded my tribe. I had always been cautious of the wilds, but here everything took on a darker, more unforgiving sheen. 
 
    Eventually we came to a river flanked by jagged rocks that jutted out from the banks, overhanging the river like creeping claws. 
 
    ‘Here,’ Elera said. ‘Right here. We can use this.’ 
 
    She hurried over one of the smoother rocks and dropped into the water. 
 
    Lara and I followed her path, looking over the edge to see her ushering us down with a waving hand. 
 
    My head was too clouded to question Elera’s logic; with Lara just behind me, I dropped into the water, finding myself waist deep in it. 
 
    From the river bank, Elera’s hand beckoned us into the darkness beneath the jagged rocks. 
 
    Within a few yards total blackness had engulfed us, but I could hear Elera’s voice. 
 
    ‘We will be safe here.’ 
 
    I couldn’t see my hand in front of my face, but after searching about in the rock and sand I found enough dried twigs and leaves to start a small fire using one of the torches. 
 
    After surrounding it with enough rocks to frame it, I found a moment to gather myself. 
 
    The cave was large enough to house the three of us for a little while, and the fire small enough that the light wouldn’t be seen from outside. 
 
    ‘Fuck…’ I muttered, pacing around the fire while Elera and Lara warmed themselves by it. ‘What the fuck just happened…?’ 
 
    I had known Ralos for less than a day, but when you fight alongside someone the bond becomes tough quickly. 
 
    Sure, we had hated each other to begin with, but after actually sitting down and talking to the guy… 
 
    ‘You cannot blame yourself for his death, husband,’ Elera said. ‘Nor the deaths of his guards. You did all that you could.’ 
 
    ‘No, I didn’t. I could have helped them when we were on the other side of the river.’ 
 
    ‘He didn’t want to accept your help,’ Lara said. ‘You heard what he said.’ 
 
    ‘And I should have ignored it. I have magic on my side. I could have done more to save him… He set off out here to get his sister back, and now he’s gone. Their father has lost one of his children.’ 
 
    ‘Then…’ Elera said. ‘Let us make sure that he doesn’t lose a second.’ 
 
    ‘She’s right, Jack,’ Lara said, moving to my side and placing a hand tightly on my shoulder. ‘Ralos knew the consequences, and he knew the risks. That was a warrior’s death if I ever saw one. No screaming, no crying – just a desire to complete the mission.’ 
 
    My wives were right. It had happened, and there was nothing that I could do about it. 
 
    I was going to get Santana back, and I was going to bring Mariana home too. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ I said. ‘He wouldn’t want us to sit here and mourn for him. He would want us to get his sister back. We’ll need to wait for the commotion out there to die down, then we can get moving.’ 
 
    With the fire burning, we settled around it and took a few minutes to catch our bearings. While the girls checked each other’s grazes, Lara examined her bow and Elera drank deeply from her canteen of water, rubbing the remnants of the river that streaked her blue body into her skin. 
 
    I sat down by the fire and checked my own body for injuries. Aside from grazes and cuts, I was okay. 
 
    I turned my attention to the satchel that Ralos had handed me. I hadn’t even thought about it at the time; it was just what he wanted from me in his dying moment. 
 
    Why would he hand this to me when he knew he was going to die? Why is this the first thing that would come to mind? 
 
    I knew that satchels could be used for additional inventory spaces if they were necessary. What confused me more was the reasoning behind bringing a satchel in the first place. 
 
    The sun-elves didn’t seem the type to fill their inventories with crap, and Ralos above all was a military man. He would only bring what he needed. 
 
    There was only one way to find out. 
 
    I opened the satchel and tapped the innards. The inventory screen popped up, and I scanned the icons. 
 
    I felt my eyes go wide involuntarily. I looked past the screen to the girls, who were still taking care of themselves. 
 
    They couldn’t see what was in the satchel’s inventory slots, but my reaction would draw unwanted attention. 
 
    I straightened up my expression and looked back at the icons. 
 
    Infernal Fire Explosive x35 
 
    Infernal Fire Explosive. They weren’t like the long and short charge explosives that we had been supplied with by the sun-elves. 
 
    But I had little doubt what they were for. I had seen one before, back at the trading post north of my land, being sold by the wolf-headed traders for 1500GP a piece. 
 
    There was 52,500GP worth of explosives sitting in front of me. 
 
    These each held a fire demon within, things that could destroy life and reduce the land to cinders, and here Ralos was with a satchel filled with enough to wipe out an entire tribe. 
 
    ‘Anything useful in there, Jack?’ Lara asked, scrubbing a patch of mud and dried wood-elf blood from her arm. 
 
    I looked past the window at them again. There was no way that I could keep this from them. 
 
    ‘I need to show you something.’ 
 
    I led the girls to the back of the cave and carefully removed one of the explosives. 
 
    ‘I do not understand,’ Elera said. ‘Why would Ralos be in possession of such things? Of what use are they?’ 
 
    ‘There’s something that Artrix said,’ I continued, looking into the flaming depths of the explosive. ‘He said that the sun-elves don’t get involved with the politics that go on beyond their borders, unless it is in retaliation for crimes committed against them. Then they are unrelenting.’ 
 
    ‘To…’ Elera said, looking between us. ‘No… I know that they have taken one of our people, not to mention a love of yours, husband, but… This would be an execution.’ 
 
    ‘That is what this is. Kidnapping a tribe master’s daughter and attacking his land is about as bad a crime as you can commit out here, and Artrix’s mind is made up. He doesn’t just want to rescue Mariana – that would not be enough. That isn’t retaliation, that’s just reclaiming something that’s been taken from you. He wants to destroy the wood-elves completely, and that’s what he sent Ralos to accomplish.’ 
 
    We kneeled among our own flickering shadows, all three of us staring down at the fiery orbs. The energy that they held was captivating. 
 
    ‘What do we do with them?’ Lara asked. For the first time in a long time she sounded unsure – her usual headstrong self had fallen aside. 
 
    I shook my head back into the moment and thought about our situation. 
 
    ‘Artrix’s intention was to destroy the sun-elves. He doesn’t know that his son is dead, and he doesn’t know that we’re aware of his intentions. He didn’t tell me – probably because he didn’t know how I would react. The man is practically a mind-reader, but this is beyond the pale.’ 
 
    ‘Do you think he was using you?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘How do you mean?’ 
 
    ‘He would have known that Santana’s kidnapping would affect you the same way Mariana’s had affected him. On a regular day you would probably not consider destroying an entire tribe-’ 
 
    ‘Probably wouldn’t,’ Lara interrupted. ‘Technically Jack has already done that.’ 
 
    ‘But they were just a small group, were they not?’ Elera continued. ‘When they take one of your own, though… Well, I remember quite clearly the anger I felt when my nymph-sisters were killed in the storm and the sirens surrounded me. I know the anger that comes about… It makes you capable of anything.’ 
 
    My nymph was right. The rage I felt, even at the mention of Santana’s name, was almost unimaginable. 
 
    ‘Are you considering this?’ Lara asked me in earnest, her penetrating eyes lighting up in the low glow of the fire. 
 
    ‘I don’t know,’ I said honestly. 
 
    ‘And if it comes to that?’ Elera asked. ‘What if we must?’ 
 
    ‘Then…’ I sighed deeply. ‘Then we have to. But until then let’s stay focused on getting the girls back and cutting down any that get in our way.’ 
 
    Somewhere in the distance, a feral screeching exploded through the forest. 
 
    We all fell silent. Elera scrambled up to the fire still burning within our cave hideaway and doused it with a layer of ice, just as she had done the first time I had met her in the Black Patch. 
 
    The fire from the explosives was now the only thing lighting our hideaway. Devilish shadows cast themselves up on the cave walls. 
 
    ‘We need to wait until things quieten down out there,’ I said. ‘Let’s rest up for a little while until the heat dies down.’ 
 
    We snuggled up against the dry cave walls and rested our heads. 
 
    I resolved to stay awake until the sounds died out. The moment that the coast was clear we had to get moving. 
 
    I had done plenty of violent things in Agraria for the sake of taking care of my tribe and my wives, but there were some things that I didn’t know whether I was prepared to do or not. 
 
    It made me think back to my grandfather – he was a vet, just like my dad, and I had asked him about his time on more than a few occasions. My dad had told me not to ask, but in secret my grandpa was happy to start talking about it. 
 
    One story always stuck in my head. 
 
    ‘So one day we’re out on patrol, heading to this town. We’ve got a word that a group of fighters are holed up in a building there. My platoon, we’re moving on around three hours sleep, and that’s sleep that’s been interrupted by every single crunch and background noise of the forest. 
 
    ‘Anyway, I turn this corner and stumble onto a pathway. I tell my troop to drop while I check it out. It’s dark, just before sunrise, and suddenly this kid stumbles onto the path. No older than you, Jackie. I freeze up. He freezes up… And then suddenly he pulls out an AK-47 from over his shoulder and starts shooting at me. 
 
    ‘I hardly had enough time to get out of there. Went straight into the bushes, pulled out my pistol and started firing into the trees. The gunfire stops and I hear these footsteps pandering off into the fucking forest.’ 
 
    I shuddered awake, looking around myself in the light of the explosives. It was still dark outside. I cursed myself for falling asleep, wondering how long I had been out for. 
 
    ‘Elera… Lara… Are you awake?’ 
 
    I reached out to my side in search of my nymph’s form, but I couldn’t find her. 
 
    Lara wasn’t nearby, either. 
 
    I looked around rapidly, finding neither of them present in the low light of the cave. 
 
    ‘What the fuck… Girls? Where are you?’ 
 
    I stood sharply, the press of sleep falling away quickly. 
 
    They were nowhere to be seen, but for some reason the adrenaline never came. I didn’t feel worried about the fact that my wives were missing… 
 
    Because this was a dream. It had to be. 
 
    I slapped myself hard across the face a few times, but nothing happened. 
 
    Just as I did, a green light began to fill the entrance to the cave. It was luminous with a strange brilliance to it… Until its source appeared. 
 
    Three green balls floated in the air, moving among each other playfully. They were similar to the explosives in size and appearance, save for the different shade of colour emanating from them. 
 
    I placed my hand on the handle of my sword, wondering if these were shapeshifting monsters that the forest had sent my way. 
 
    Shapeshifting might have been a far cry from what was possible in Agraria, but I had already been privy to ten-foot tall trolls and pits of gigantic insects, so this didn’t seem far away from the realm of possibility. 
 
    I watched the balls intently for a few long moments, waiting for them to approach. They swirled and danced, seemingly endlessly. 
 
    Fuck this. 
 
    I took a step forward towards the spheres. 
 
    Suddenly, in reaction to my movement, they shifted away from me, the same distance that I had moved forwards. 
 
    I halted, and they hovered once again. 
 
    Another step. Another responsive movement. 
 
    I sped up, drawing my sword and checking my power stones. 
 
    Telekinea would make short work of them – or whatever was controlling them. 
 
    I squinted hard and shook my head, focusing on the spheres once more. 
 
    It’s okay, Jack. You’re just going insane. 
 
    I continued on, following the floating spheres from the cave and towards the exit. They floated above the slow-moving river, taunting me to head out into the open, out into defenceless enemy territory. 
 
    The girls were gone, and these things had appeared out of freaking nowhere… 
 
    If this really was a dream, it felt unsettlingly real. 
 
    I gave myself another slap. Nothing changed. I was still stood in the entrance to the cave, watching these ethereal orbs floating above the water. 
 
    I could have fired an arrow, but Lara and her weapon were both gone. A ranged attack with one of my spells would do the job, but it would cause enough noise to bring every wood-elf in the area converging on me. 
 
    There was no other option. 
 
    Drawing my sword and checking for the sounds of any potential assailants once more, I left the cave, wading into the water until I was waist deep. 
 
    The current of the stream was weak, a moseying pace that went nowhere fast. As I approached the entities, they moved upriver against the current. 
 
    I could only guess that they were guiding me towards something. Whether that thing was useful or dangerous was beyond me, but right now they were my only form of guidance in this absurd dream world. 
 
    I moved upriver against the current with little difficulty, following the orbs until they moved right through the air towards the river’s embankment. Following them to shore, they continued to move into the forest. 
 
    Pausing for a moment, I listened for any sign of the wood-elves. 
 
    Silence. Not an animal struggling in the shrubbery, the breeze of the wind brushing the leaves together, nor the press of a foot against the dried dirt below. 
 
    This had to be a dream. 
 
    ‘Why can’t I wake up?’ I asked myself quietly. 
 
    There were more extreme methods for waking up from dreams, like shooting myself or throwing myself off a cliff, but none of those opportunities were readily available. 
 
    I could always stab myself or cut my own throat, but on the off-chance that this wasn’t a dream I would qualify as stupid enough to deserve to die. 
 
    My only option was still to follow the orbs. 
 
    I kept my sword handy and followed them. No matter the speed at which I pursued them through the dense forest, they continued sweeping past trunks and around rocks, matching my pace. 
 
    Where the fuck are you leading me? 
 
    I had been jogging after them for several minutes when the forest began to clear a little, and a large structure came into view. 
 
    It was a dilapidated, ruined building, its roof long gone and its stone walls crumbling away. Judging by the vines and moss crawling up its exterior, it had been here for years. 
 
    It’s place in wood-elf territory was strange enough, but that wasn’t the weirdest thing about it – not by a long shot. 
 
    Protruding through the open space where its roof had once been was a large tree, standing at least six yards tall. Its branches were thick with leaves, hanging over the ruins of the building like a protective blanket. 
 
    ‘What the fuck…?’ 
 
    There were only two possibilities; either the building had been here for so long that a tree had managed to spend the last twenty years growing within it, or the architects of this structure had built it around the tree. 
 
    Stranger things had happened. 
 
    I stopped at the edge of the clearing, surveying the building for a few moments. The green orbs floated in the doorway. 
 
    They were waiting for me. 
 
    I moved onwards, and the orbs floated through the doorway. 
 
    The green lights exposed the ground, though, and as I looked to the dried floor I saw what were unmistakably scattered bones. Femurs, broken skulls, ribs… 
 
    They were the remains of perhaps no more than three or four people. The animals of the forest had likely had their way with the bodies long ago. 
 
    I readied my sword and checked my power stones, then pushed onward into the crumbling building. 
 
    The green orbs lit the room, exposing ground that had become a mix of rotting wood panels, protruding grass and crumbled stonework. 
 
    The walls that weren’t chipped or destroyed were scattered with runic carvings and markings. Some looked like letters in an alphabet that I had never seen before, while others depicted the edges of drawings that I could only examine if I moved a little closer. 
 
    My intention was to check them out, but my attention was dragged away by the green orbs. 
 
    They had deviated from the behaviour that they had displayed so far; instead of keeping in time with me, they were moving further and further away – further towards the trunk of the tree. 
 
    The trunk was thick and squat, and as the orbs approached they revolved around the tree, separating from each other more so than they had done before. Eventually they pressed to the trunk. 
 
    The moment they touched the surface, dark ripples flooded over their surface. Within seconds I realized that they weren’t stemming from the orbs themselves, but from the tree – its bark was moving, wrapping around them enough to cling on but not enough to douse the green light that they continued to emanate. 
 
    The lights grew brighter, pulsing with energy, and as they did more began to light up all along the trunk. 
 
    No, not orbs… They were spores. 
 
    Before long the structure was flooded with light. The paintings upon the walls were magnified and lit up, but I couldn’t direct my attention to them. I was too captivated by the enchanting appearance of the entity before me. 
 
    The light was no longer a guiding force; it was enticing. 
 
    I approached the tree, staring at the majesty of it. 
 
    Soon I was stood before it, my eyes filled with the green light that it bore. It was all I could see. 
 
    CR-A-A-A-CK. 
 
    At the disturbing sound I snapped back sharply into the moment.  
 
    The lights from the spores suddenly dimmed as a huge crack rippled down the centre of the tree. It stretched from branches to roots, severing the wood like the slicing wound caused by a blade. 
 
    I staggered back, sweating hands clinging desperately onto my sword. 
 
    The trunk was… Pulsing. 
 
    Slowly, from within the crack, a pair of hands appeared in the low green light. They coiled around the edges of the gap, wrapping around like the clutches of a damned spirit pulling itself out of hell. 
 
    I switched to my Arcane Blast power stone, convinced that sending a tree up in flames was the best way to attack. 
 
    Even if this was a dream, the fear felt real. 
 
    But I was ready. 
 
    The gap in the tree grew larger and larger until it was as wide as a doorway. The hands still clung to either side, and while the exterior may have been pulsing with light, the interior was still shrouded in darkness, masking this infernal being. 
 
    Its arms bent, and from the darkness it emerged. 
 
    I expected some horrific, three-eyed monstrosity with eight arms, crawling out like a spider, but I couldn’t have been more wrong. 
 
    A beautiful woman greeted me. Despite her dark dishevelled hair, her features were stunning – eyes with a green tinge that almost seemed to be glowing, a sharp nose, pouting lips, full cheeks and a slender neck that led down to her body. 
 
    One bare leg stepped out onto the floor of the building, then the other. 
 
    It got better, though. Steadily, moving with an unnaturally intimidating grace, she appeared in her entirety. 
 
    Her body was tight and firm, bearing two large, round breasts and a toned navel that led down to the nakedness between her legs. 
 
    She was as beautiful as any of my wives, but as the initial sight of her incredible figure subsided, the realisation of something else broke through. 
 
    It wasn’t just the light of the spores that made her skin appear green; her skin was green. 
 
    Wood-elf. 
 
    ‘Stay back… I don’t want to have to kill you.’ 
 
    ‘Oh, my dear Jack,’ the serene voice said delicately. ‘Why would I want to hurt you?’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know, but the bones outside don’t exactly make a good case for you… Wait, how do you know my name?’ 
 
    ‘I know many things about you… Including the things that you do not know about yourself.’ 
 
    ‘And what would that be, exactly?’ 
 
    ‘Revealing such information will change the course of things to come.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ 
 
    She paused, staring back at me. Her green eyes dimmed a little as she scanned me, then smiled slightly. 
 
    ‘Who are you?’ I asked. ‘And what the fuck is this place?’ 
 
    ‘My name is of no importance,’ she chimed. ‘What I am… Is a dryad.’ 
 
    ‘A dryad?’ 
 
    ‘I am a spirit of the forest.’ 
 
    ‘I half-gathered that, considering you just clawed your way out of a tree.’ 
 
    ‘You speak very freely to a being of such great power, tribe master. Are you not afraid?’ 
 
    ‘Why would I be afraid of you?’ 
 
    ‘Not of I,’ she smiled. ‘But of the power that I can harness.’ 
 
    I frowned in confusion, then heard a crunching sound coming from her feet. Looking down, I saw vines and flowers crawling up from the cracked stone, flourishing before my eyes as if months were passing in seconds. 
 
    ‘That’s… An interesting trick,’ I muttered. ‘That’s the first part… What about this place?’ 
 
    ‘What about it?’ 
 
    ‘This… Your home.’ 
 
    ‘The forest is my home,’ she smiled. ‘But this place is where I choose to reside.’ 
 
    ‘Aren’t you afraid of the wood-elves? There’s a huge tribe of them nearby, and they’re not exactly friendly to outsiders.’ 
 
    ‘They do not dare grace this area with their presence.’ 
 
    ‘Why not?’ 
 
    ‘I welcome all beings into this place who respect nature and the wilds… The wood-elves are no such beings. They are heathens who follow a forsaken leader. They destroyed this building long ago, within which I created this tree.’ 
 
    ‘What happened to them?’ 
 
    ‘Did you not see the bones scattered at the entrance of this place?’ 
 
    ‘I did.’ 
 
    The dryad smiled widely, her full lips bearing. 
 
    ‘Let me simply say that they know not to come here. They fear me deeply.’ 
 
    I turned and looked out the open door into the forest. My exit was still open if I wanted to take it, but I didn’t. Not yet, at least. 
 
    ‘What is this building?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘It was once a place of worship, long before the war, and before the wood-elves made it their home and cracked open the land.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean by cracked open the land?’ 
 
    ‘That is a question that you should ask yourself.’ 
 
    ‘You’re giving me more questions than answers, here. Agraria has given me enough questions to deal with since I got here.’ 
 
    ‘Ahh, yes,’ the dryad said slowly, running her hands over her body. The move was so sexy as she ran her hands across her perky, full breasts, so much so that I would have called it calculated, but something told me that it wasn’t. 
 
    This was the dryad’s true nature. She was a spirit; graceful didn’t even begin to cover it. 
 
    She laughed lightly at me. 
 
    ‘What’s so funny?’ 
 
    ‘You. The man out of time and out of place. You do not belong here, but then again, this is the only place that you do belong.’ 
 
    ‘How do you know that?’ 
 
    ‘I know everything there is to know about you, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Then you’ll know that I don’t like being called master. Not anymore, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Indeed. And I know what it is that you seek.’ 
 
    ‘Great, but that’s something I already know.’ 
 
    ‘Would you like to see?’ 
 
    Every word that came out of her mouth led to another question, another cryptic riddle… But the more I listened the more intrigued I became. 
 
    ‘I have shown many beings what they desire to see… But you may not like that which you are shown.’ 
 
    ‘And what are you going to show me?’ 
 
    ‘There is only one way for me to show you.’ 
 
    The dryad moved to me gracefully, her hips swaying until she reached me. 
 
    She planted her hands on my chest, running one into my shirt to press her warm hand to my skin, the other running over my shoulder and up to the back of my beck in a soft press. 
 
    I was powerless to resist her; she guided me to her lips, and in the serenity of the crumbling church we kissed passionately. 
 
    If this was a dream, it was a damn good one. 
 
    My sword and power stone fell from my hands, clunking to the ground. 
 
    I ran my hands over her tight, naked body as she effortlessly undid my overshirt, pulling it aside and exposing my toned body. 
 
    She ran her lips down my neck gently, nibbling and biting at my skin as she descended slowly over my chest and down to my abs. 
 
    Now at her knees, she undid my pants and graced a gentle hand over my throbbing cock. 
 
    Beneath my boots I felt the ground shift, and out of my peripheral vision I could see the greenery rising lusciously from the ground, cushioning the dryad’s knees as her glowing eyes admired my dick. 
 
    Suddenly, ferociously, she ran her tongue to the base of my shaft and lapped at me before taking me hungrily into her warm mouth. 
 
    If this was a dream, it felt pretty fucking real. 
 
    The dryad took me deep into her mouth, bobbing her head on my hard cock with an insatiable lust. I couldn’t take my eyes off her as she tongued me, sliding her lips over me wildly. 
 
    My eyes closed involuntarily, and my head fell back uncontrollably as I indulged in the moment. 
 
    Suddenly I felt her draw away from me. I expected her to take me in her hand, but after a moment her touch was still absent. 
 
    I looked down to see a perfect sight; the dryad lying on her back in the green light of the spores still glowing from the tree. She was resting on a bed of soft shrubbery and flowers that had materialised from the ground. 
 
    She opened her legs, exposing herself shamelessly to me. With one hand she drew the tip of her finger to her lips, biting her nail with her teeth, while her other hand slid down across her slender, toned navel between her legs to tease herself. 
 
    ‘Take me, Master Jack. Bring yourself to completion…’ 
 
    I was still caught in my clothes, but my desire for the dryad was too powerful to bring me to pull them off. 
 
    I dropped to my knees, positioning myself between her legs and guiding my cock to her soaked lips. I teased her for a moment, trying to hold myself back, but there was no point; I couldn’t resist this exotic woman any longer, and she wasn’t responding to my touch. 
 
    She wanted me deep and hard. 
 
    I pushed into her, filling her up to the hilt. Her back arched and her mouth fell open, her eyes fluttering as her open mouth extended to a smile. 
 
    I planted my hands into the earth and began to fuck her, building quickly into a hard, fast rhythm. She wrapped her slender emerald legs over my back, drawing me into her as deeply as she could take it. 
 
    ‘More, more…’ She groaned viciously. ‘Show me what you can really do.’ 
 
    All of the anger, the frustration that I was feeling – she was letting me pass it to her, to absorb it. 
 
    My fingernails dug into the dirt as I thrusted into her again and again. Her own fingernails dug hard into my back, evoking a pain that I couldn’t help but enjoy. 
 
    Her hands slid down over my shoulders, then to my arms. I hardly noticed when she grabbed hold of my biceps, but I damn well realized it when she pushed me back from her with a deft mustering of incredible strength. 
 
    I slipped from her and fell onto my back. My fall was cushioned by an abundance of greenery that had swarmed up from the ground. 
 
    As I collapsed onto my back she kept her hands pressed against my wrists, pinning me to the ground. 
 
    ‘Can a man be fucked?’ She panted, staring down at me as she filled herself up with my cock and began to grind her hips slowly against me. 
 
    ‘Looks that way to me,’ I replied. 
 
    The dryad grinned and moved her hands to my chest, riding me like a wild beast. My hands free from her grip, I pressed her hips down to mine, filling her with my cock as she ran her hands sensuously over her body, into her dishevelled hair and over her face. 
 
    ‘Yes… That’s it…’ 
 
    Her green skin and exotic form only drove me crazier, and in the hazy, spore-filled confines of the abandoned church I felt my body tense up. 
 
    ‘Are you sure that you wish to see?’ She moaned. 
 
    I couldn’t even respond. I was indulging too hard in the feeling of her wrapped around my dick. 
 
    At that moment I peaked, the sensation of the orgasm flowing through me as I came into her. 
 
    My head pressed back hard against the mossy earth, and- 
 
    CLUNK. 
 
    My orgasm subsided, and I opened my eyes. Darkness surrounded me. I moved to run my hands over my body, but there was nothing there – not just my hands, but my body too. 
 
    I was just a pair of eyes floating in the abyss. 
 
    What the fuck just happened? 
 
    Through the darkness a light appeared in the distance. It grew larger and closer, until whiteness filled my entire field of vision, and-  
 
    A scream shot out, piercing my ears like a blade. 
 
    An overhead view of a battlefield appeared. Men and creatures and beings moves in droves, slamming into each other and striking out in their thousands. 
 
    I was a bird, witnessing something from far above. Destruction. Death. A war. 
 
    The war. 
 
    I was seeing the old battle that had destroyed the world twenty years ago. 
 
    Screams and shouts and spraying waves of blood splashed through the air. The devastation was incomprehensible in its magnitude. Entire forests were flattened, some in smouldering ruins of fire and cinders, as the beings of the land fought relentlessly. 
 
    My line of sight was not mine to control, though. My view was forced. 
 
    My eyeline was forced up to the sun. I couldn’t blink, couldn’t look away – the pain of the sun’s light burned itself into my retinas, until the light was all-consuming. 
 
    The light was suddenly replaced by a view of smouldering fire. I was now standing upon the ground, among the ruins of the land. 
 
    There were no fighting forces, no bodies – just myself. 
 
    The fire burned and smouldered powerfully, crackling and booming all around. 
 
    ‘Jack… JACK!’ 
 
    On the breeze of the fire I heard my name. I recognised the voice immediately. 
 
    ‘Santana!’ 
 
    My mind screamed out her name, but my mouth and my voice did nothing; they didn’t exist. I was powerless. 
 
    ‘Help me!’ 
 
    An unparalleled horror arose within me, a raging panic that I couldn’t escape from. There was no blinking or looking away or clasping my hands over my ears. I was forced to see the fire and to hear her voice. 
 
    Then, among the fire in the distance, something huge shifted. At first I had thought they were rocks, the shadows moving across and between them, but there was something else. 
 
    There were other shapes, curves and arches, and- 
 
    A gigantic hand reached up from the fire, flying towards me, its fingernails clawed and its skin charred and blackened. 
 
    It blocked out the fire, the fingers clasping around my non-existent body, and- 
 
    ‘NO!’ 
 
    The hand, the flames, the sound of Santana’s voice, they all vanished. 
 
    I jolted awake, sitting up sharply and looking around. 
 
    I was no longer lying in the church with the dryad. I was back in the cave, sitting exactly where I had been. 
 
    I looked over to the fire, hearing the echo of Santana’s voice in my mind, and saw Lara and Elera sitting by the fire. 
 
    ‘Are you all right?’ Elera asked, crossing to my side and kneeling down. 
 
    ‘Yeah…’ I lied. ‘Yeah, I’m fine… What… What are you doing here? You were…’ 
 
    ‘You fell asleep several hours ago,’ Lara said. ‘You have exhausted yourself. We thought it best not to wake you.’ 
 
    ‘Right…’ I replied slowly. I could no longer be sure whether or not what had just happened was a dream. 
 
    No, there was no way that it could have been real. The girls had been here the entire time. They would have seen me leave, and when I had awoken previously they had been missing. 
 
    None of it had been real. 
 
    ‘How are things out there?’ I asked, standing and stretching my arms. 
 
    ‘They have been quiet for just a short time,’ Elera said. ‘I journeyed into the river a short while ago. There are no wood-elves to speak of. Not nearby, at least.’ 
 
    ‘Then we need to get moving,’ I said, the sound of Santana’s scream still echoing through my mind. ‘If it’s a straight shot south then we’re only a few miles from their tribal land. And…’ I paused for a moment – even if I did feel wide awake, what I was going to say next was beyond difficult. ‘I need to say something to you both. This place, where we’re going… If even half of what Artrix said about the wood-elves is true, then there’s a decent chance that we’re walking to our deaths, and all that considered, it’s me who’s leading us. 
 
    ‘You saw how quickly Ralos died. All it takes is a single hit from a spear or a sword, and you’re gone. We’ve fought against monsters and rival tribes, and I respect you both as fighters, but I won’t be responsible for leading my wives to their deaths. So if you want to stay here, or walk away, you can. Just know that I would put myself before both of you no matter what.’ 
 
    Elera looked out of the entrance to the cave contemplatively, then looked back at me with the smallest of smiles at the edge of her mouth. 
 
    ‘I have seen more of the world in my time as your wife than I had done in all my life before I met you. You have been nothing but a blessing to me, and to leave you at a time such as this would betray my beliefs, even if they are usually devious.’ 
 
    She nuzzled into my chest, the ferocity of her dedication matched only by her warm, nurturing body as she pressed herself to me. 
 
    I looked to Lara. She was staring into the fire, her eyes reflecting its light. 
 
    Slowly, she turned to me. 
 
    ‘You’re right,’ she finally said. ‘There is more than a reasonable chance that we are about to die. But in my mind… We are simply hunting another form of prey. But this time I can shirk my usual mantra.’ 
 
    ‘What’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Kill quickly and without pain.’ She stood, checking her bow, tightening her belt and swinging her bag of arrows over her shoulder. ‘These bastards have taken one of our own, and we’re going to make them hurt.’ 
 
    Within minutes we extinguished the fire and readied our supplies. We moved to the entrance of the cave and looked out into the darkness of the wild forest. 
 
    ‘What’s the plan?’ Lara asked. 
 
     ‘We’re going without Potions of Haste,’ I replied. ‘Our speed causes too much noise, especially when we know there could be more lookout posts around here. We move quickly and quietly until we reach the border.’ 
 
    ‘There is a trench that I spotted not far from here,’ Elera said. ‘We can move through it without being seen, at least for some time.’ 
 
    ‘All right,’ I said. ‘You lead the way, Elera. Once we’re within sight of the border, we’ll figure out how we’re going to get inside.’ 
 
    ‘There’s also the problem of how we’re going to find Santana and Mariana,’ Lara said. ‘If their land truly holds as many citizens as is told, it could be difficult to find them.’ 
 
    ‘I’m not sure. They took Santana and Mariana for a reason. If we follow the commotion, we should be able to find them. I just hope we’re not too late.’ 
 
    ‘They will be fine,’ Lara replied. ‘The wood-elves… Perhaps not so much once we are finished with them. Are we ready?’ 
 
    Ariadne’s face suddenly came to mind, and the last thing she said to me before we parted ways. 
 
    ‘Bring my her back, and kill everything that gets in your way. I do not care if they are men or women or innocent civilians. If they block your path, cut them down.’ 
 
    She was my first wife, the one who had been my side since my first night in Agraria, and there was no way that I was going to let her down, or any of my wives for that matter. 
 
    ‘Let us make haste,’ Elera said, moving from the mouth of the cave and dropping down quietly into the river. 
 
    Lara followed her, then myself. I glanced around quickly, checking for any sign of pursuing assailants that had been waiting for us, but everything was still and quiet. 
 
    Everything except for the glowing green ball on the upper bank of the river, ten yards back, hovering in the air. 
 
    What the fuck…? 
 
    I rubbed my eyes, but it remained. 
 
    I stared back at it for a moment before the sphere disappeared into the forest, vanishing from sight. 
 
    ‘Jack?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah,’ I said, returning to the girls. ‘Yeah. I’m ready.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Thirteen 
 
      
 
    We stayed close to the riverbank, wading through the water until we reached the trench that Elera had spoken of. 
 
    It was like a small ravine, cutting through the land and keeping us out of sight as we moved up and into it. The ground was puddled with murky water, and the walls crawled with insects, but they were nothing in comparison to what lurked outside of this small zone of safety. 
 
    Even down here, though, the noises of the forest seemed ever more prescient. We were hidden, sure, but we were on the low ground. Hell, we were beneath the ground. 
 
    ‘Does it feel warmer to you?’ Elera whispered back to us. 
 
    ‘Yes, actually,’ Lara said. ‘I thought it was just the trench, but it seems to be getting worse.’ 
 
    My mind had trained my body to shove off the hot and the cold of the environment – I could only focus on saving Santana and Mariana right now – but my wives were right. The humidity had risen out here, even more so than it usually rose to in the forest. 
 
    We continued through the trench until the noises became clearer, and they weren’t just insects or beasts lurking in the undergrowth; they were the familiar howls of the wood-elves. 
 
    Intermittent and random, sure, but they were still happening. 
 
    And they were getting closer. 
 
    The trench suddenly became shallower, our heads peering over the parapet of the top. We kept our heads low, hurrying on, until we saw it. 
 
    The tribal land of the wood-elves appeared like a hellish fire on the landscape of the forest. Its glow lit up the night even hundreds of yards away through the dense thickness of the crowded trees ahead. 
 
    The trench sharply tapered, and the ground levelled off. I and my wives came to a halt and crouched at the exit of the trench, looking ahead to the burning light of the land. 
 
    ‘It is like a city,’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘You have cities in Agraria?’ I asked. It was a thought that had never come to mind. 
 
    ‘Once, centuries ago,’ Lara added. ‘They were much bigger than this. Now they are nothing but ruins in far-away lands.’ 
 
    ‘We need a closer look. Just keep an eye out for the lookout posts. If there any in the trees we’ll be dead before we even get close to the border.’ 
 
    I moved first from the trench with Elera right behind me and Lara following, her bow and an arrow at the ready. 
 
    There was something wrong, though. The further we progressed past trees and around bushes, the quieter things seemed to get in our immediate surroundings. 
 
    The tribal land was abuzz with light and faint shouts, but the lookout posts over our heads were still and silent. 
 
    The wood-elves were stealthy beings, though I didn’t get the impression that they were watching us. 
 
    Either that or they were just really good at their jobs. 
 
    There was no tactical approach to this situation that allowed us to move quickly. We were exposed, and it was a reality that I had to deal with, but the closer we got to the perimeter the more it was getting to me. 
 
    ‘This isn’t right,’ I said back to my wives, looking up into the moonlit trees and occasionally spotting the flat panels of a lookout post. ‘Where the hell are they all?’ 
 
    ‘Perhaps they have moved their defenses inland,’ Lara said, scanning the treetops. ‘They are safer clumped together and forming a solid perimeter line than being scattered about. They will likely be expecting an army.’ 
 
    ‘Dispersing attackers in the trees would thin an army’s numbers at least a little, though,’ I said. ‘This doesn’t make sense.’ 
 
    The trees began to thin, and the fence came into view. 
 
    In contrast to the flat panels and lookout towers that both I had installed at our own lands, the wood-elf perimeter looked like it was holding hell inside. 
 
    Sharpened logs and sharpened spikes were ingrained into the base of the fence, pointing outwards to face off against any prospective attacker that might approach. It would have been akin to the land of the sun-elves, but the fence itself was a jagged, uneven mess that reflected the feral nature of the wood-elves. 
 
    I had no doubt it was deliberate. It may have been uneven, but it was tall and inverted slightly towards the forest, making it all the more difficult to cross. 
 
    Still, there were no wood-elves on patrol to be seen – none atop the fence, and none guarding the exterior. 
 
    The fires within the land continued to burn, lighting up the sky, and from somewhere deep within there were screams rising. 
 
    I prayed to whichever god was listening that they belonged to the wood-elves, and not Santana or Mariana. 
 
    Either way it was likely part of some sadistic ritual, and one that unquestionably involved our kidnapped women. 
 
    ‘My power stone can blast through the fence,’ I said, ‘but it would make too much noise for a stealth approach. It seems like all of the wood-elves are inside the fence for some reason… I just hope they aren’t doing anything to the girls.’ 
 
    ‘What is the plan?’ Elera asked. ‘We are outnumbered two-hundred to one. If a single one of them is alerted to our presence, we will be slaughtered like hogs.’ 
 
    ‘That presents a problem,’ Lara said. ‘If the wood-elves are clustered together, Santana and Mariana are likely with them. They will be watched. The moment we attempt to get near them, they will converge on us.’ 
 
    ‘I’ve got an idea,’ I said, bringing up the inventory screen. ‘I might need some of these explosives that they gave us back at the sun-elf land to take out some of the wood-elves, but we can use the rest as a distraction.’ 
 
    ‘Why do I feel like this is going to go badly?’ Lara muttered. 
 
    ‘Because we’re planning to set off improvised explosive devices invented by people who live in fields in a feudal society,’ I said, running a hand nervously through my hair. ‘Right now it doesn’t matter. It’s our only way to deal with this many enemies, and it’s our only shot at getting the girls out. Are you with me?’ 
 
    ‘Stupid question,’ Elera said. ‘So how do we do this?’ 
 
      
 
    A few minutes later we emerged from the forest and rushed to the fence. We surmised the safest way over the top; while cutting through would make too much noise, we could form a bridge over the top of the peak using some of the looser logs. 
 
    These defenses were designed to hold back the approach of a battalion of attackers caught among each other while they were picked off easily by the wood-elves on guard, but with time to calculate our movements and make our way over the top, as well as no wood-elves in sight, we could do it without being harmed. 
 
    ‘Help me with this one,’ I said to the girls, finally finding two that could be pulled loose. 
 
    With both pulled from the ground, we manoeuvred them one after the other against the peak of the fence to form a ramp. 
 
    The sharpened ends dug into the ground, giving our makeshift structure enough resistance to ensure it wouldn’t collapse. 
 
    I moved first, creeping quickly along the creaking wood and crouching at the top of the fence. 
 
    I looked out onto the tribal land of the wood-elves for the first time. 
 
    There were no enemies that I could see. The place was deserted. 
 
    The land was three times as large as that of the sun-elves, sprawling massively in a rough circle. Wooden shacks, the same size as the one in which Morok the goblin was being held back at my land, were scattered about the land with no discernible pattern or system. 
 
    There was no sign of crops and the grass was trampled and short, but to the east I could see a larger structure, its outer walls smeared with blood. 
 
    I had no doubt that that was the slaughterhouse. 
 
    Already my heart was pounding at the thought of the fate of Santana and Mariana in this nightmarish place. 
 
    But that nightmare hadn’t even begun. 
 
    The land of the wood-elves wasn’t lit up by the moonlight. There was no way that that would have been strong enough to allow such a clear view of the bloodstains. 
 
    Everything, the houses, the buildings, right down to the last withered blade of grass, everything was lit by the huge fire burning near the centre of the land. 
 
    Its flames licked at the sky ten yards above the ground, moving higher than the upper reaches of the tree that stood at the centre of every tribal land. 
 
    The fire was feeding on a huge array of tree trunks and branches, enough to clear a small patch of forest. 
 
    This wasn’t a daily event. This was a ritual, and it signified something special, at least to the feral bastards that had taken my wife. 
 
    But then where the fuck are they? 
 
    In the dancing glow of the fire, a flicker of movement suddenly caught my eye. 
 
    I ducked down slightly in reaction to it, but the figure was moving away from me. 
 
    A lone wood-elf emerged from one of the homes and headed straight for the fire. He moved swiftly towards it, showing no sign of slowing, even as he was close enough to be struck by the flames. 
 
    And, just like that, he ran into the fire and vanished. 
 
    I listened. There were no screams of pain. Just the crackle of the fire and the rustling of the leaves on the trees as a light breeze swept by. 
 
    Then, beneath the earth, the drumming began. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Elera asked from behind me. ‘It feels as if it is coming through the ground.’ 
 
    She was right. This whole situation was only becoming more bizarre. 
 
    ‘It’s safe to move,’ I said. ‘Let’s get inside.’ 
 
    The girls moved up the log ramp, and together we dropped down onto enemy territory. 
 
    Keeping low, I led us to the nearest row of houses. We moved into the darkness, the smell of festering wounds and dead grass hitting me like a stone wall toppling down onto my head. 
 
    In our hiding place, we halted and kept low, looking towards the fire. 
 
    ‘Where are they all?’ Lara asked. 
 
    ‘I saw one run into the fire just a minute ago,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘A ritual suicide, perhaps?’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘I doubt it. There are enough houses here to house a thousand citizens. If they were all doing something like that they wouldn’t all fit in the fire. But it was like he… Disappeared into it.’ 
 
    ‘Watch out!’ 
 
    Lara spoke with a loud whisper, then pointed to the left. 
 
    Another wood-elf had appeared. He was running towards the fire, arcing around, then sprinted straight to the spot where the other had. 
 
    He disappeared into the fire too, but didn’t hit the fuel that it was burning through, just like the first,               
 
    There was nothing blocking his path. 
 
    ‘There’s something in there,’ I said. ‘Something beneath it. A tunnel or a door or something.’ 
 
    ‘A secret entrance?’ Elera said. ‘That must be where they are holding Santana.’ 
 
    My nymph was right. There was no other possibility. 
 
    ‘I have no idea what they’re doing down there, but if we want to have any shot at saving the girls I have to go now.’ 
 
    ‘But there must be hundreds of them down there,’ Lara said. ‘Wait… Did you just say I?’ 
 
    ‘Yep. I need to go alone.’ 
 
    ‘I love you, husband, but this is no time to be a hero.’ 
 
    ‘This is the only time to be a hero,’ I replied, checking my weapons and supplies. ‘But that’s not the only reason you two are staying here. If the entire tribe is down there then one wrong move and our cover will be blown. If I go on my own there’s last chance of me being caught.’ 
 
    ‘And what if you are caught?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘Then you’ll hear a lot of noise, because I’ll be taking down as many of the bastards as I can. If that happens, get out of here. Just run.’ 
 
    ‘This can’t be the only way.’ 
 
    ‘Stop being such a fucking martyr,’ Lara said firmly. ‘I’m coming with you.’ 
 
    ‘No, you’re not.’ 
 
    ‘Are you going to stop me?’ 
 
    Lara stared me down hard. 
 
    She had once professed that I had tamed her, but there was a wild heart within her that couldn’t be stopped. 
 
    ‘Fine,’ I relented. ‘Elera, can you hold things down out here? I might need a distraction if things start to go badly.’ 
 
    ‘If I must,’ Elera said. ‘I would prefer to join you, but my powers would wane with so much fire nearby.’ 
 
    ‘Take these,’ I said, handing her ten of the Infernal Fire Explosives. ‘If you need to use them, don’t hesitate.’ 
 
    My wives both looked at me warmly. Lara’s purple hair fluttered over her shoulders as a breeze blew the heat of the fire in our direction, lighting up her eyes and her sun-kissed face. Elera lowered her head, her blue skin growing darker in the firelight, then looked up to me intensely. 
 
    ‘I have never been more glad to have met a man than you,’ she said. 
 
    She pulled me to her and we kissed for what might have been the last time. 
 
    ‘Go,’ she said quietly, nodding to me resolutely. 
 
    Elera turned and hurried back to a more secluded spot among the houses. 
 
    I watched her vanish, then Lara and I looked out towards the fire. I scanned left and right, checking for any more running wood-elves, then upped and dashed forwards with my archer-wife at my side. 
 
    The fire was only fifty yards from where we began. We sprinted hard, intending to stop before we reached it to gauge our entrance. 
 
    The closer I came to the pyre the larger it seemed. The flames licked at the sky, growing higher and higher as I approached its intense heat. 
 
    I covered my face with my forearm and located the entrance. The path led into the fire several yards, then descended sharply into the earth along a tunnel. There were stone steps matted with soot, disappearing into the darkness below. 
 
    Every second the most powerful flames at the base lapped against the path. 
 
    There was no timing this. If the slightest of breezes caught the flames we would be burnt to cinders. 
 
    It felt like we were walking into hell. 
 
    Maybe we are. 
 
    I looked over my shoulder at the world behind me. Even if this was wood-elf territory, it might have been the last time that I would look at world above-ground. 
 
    I turned to Lara, and she nodded back at me. 
 
    Even if hell awaited us, there was no way that I wasn’t walking straight into it and lighting up every demon that tried to take us out. 
 
    Returning to the entrance, I stared the flames down and rushed forwards with Lara right behind me, journeying into whatever hell awaited us. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fourteen 
 
      
 
    Par me si va ne la cita dolente. 
 
    Abandon hope, all ye who enter here. 
 
    Those were the words in Dante’s Inferno that were inscribed over the gates of hell. 
 
    I lowered my head and covered my face with my arms as I rushed forwards. 
 
    The heat was unimaginable. In seconds my mind descended into a primitive panic that told me to get the fuck out of here, but I pressed on. 
 
    Just as the descent below the earth began, a wave of flames encased me. I threw myself forwards, flying through the heat and smashing down a series of rough mud steps that had dried to a rocky texture. 
 
    I landed heavily in the tunnel, my arms and chest bruised. 
 
    No more than a second later, Lara crashed down by my side, coughing wildly. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Only these savages would make it this hard to get down here.’ 
 
    We had had no time to dwell on our injuries. Our clothes were smouldering with embers. 
 
    We patted at them rapidly until they were reduced to wisps of smoke. Clasping one hand against the stone floor and the other on the handle of my sword, I pushed up from the ground and looked ahead. 
 
    The tunnel descended on a slight decline deeper into the earth. The path was lit occasionally by torches stamped into holsters in the walls. It sank deeper and deeper below the surface above. 
 
    Breathing in the soot-stained air, I thought back to the first time I had gone mining for ores with Santana at my side in the land of west of my tribal land. 
 
    There are worse things that lurk in the land below Agraria. 
 
    The drumming that I had heard outside continued. 
 
    We proceeded down the tunnel, the screams and chants and drumming becoming louder the closer we got. 
 
    Suddenly the tunnel levelled out, and for fifty yards there were no torches until an entrance opened up onto a dimly lit area that I couldn’t make out the features of. 
 
    I moved through the darkness, creeping closer until I was ten yards from the tunnel’s exit. 
 
    Either side of the exit was a spear jutting out, indicating the presence of a pair of wood-elf guards. If I could get close enough then I would be able to take them both down. 
 
    Going for the neck was the only logical way to take them out without giving them time to alert their kin, and this occasion was no different. 
 
    I turned to Lara, pointed at the guards, then at my sword. 
 
    The tunnel was too narrow for us both to take them down. I would have to do it on my own. 
 
    I crept forwards slowly, pausing just a few yards from the opening. 
 
    ‘Backstab.’ 
 
    Magic had no place in what I was doing now, but the blade that appeared in my left hand alongside the broadsword in my right was ideal; it wasn’t the specific function that it was designed for, but it would work just fine. 
 
    I counted my approach under my breath, then- 
 
    The Dagger of Concealment swung in a small arc and slammed into the left wood-elf’s neck, destroying his vocal chords and dropping him to his knees. 
 
    Before the one on the right had a chance to respond, I swung the sword in my right back into the other guard’s neck, slicing through flesh before I ripped it free. 
 
    He went down onto his front, writhing uncontrollably. 
 
    Finishing them off, I plunged the dagger into the backs of their necks, one after the other. 
 
    Once their bodies were unmoving, we dragged them both clear of the entrance and into the shadows of a hanging rock nearby. Even if anybody came this way, they would likely be moving too quickly to notice the blood. 
 
    With the guards disposed of, we checked our immediate surroundings. We were standing on a platform with a small rock barrier that framed a series of stone steps descending deeper into a gigantic cavern. 
 
    We dropped to a crouch and approached the rock barrier. The drumming was growing louder. 
 
    I raised my head and looked out over the scene below. 
 
    The cavern was bigger than I could have possibly imagined. 
 
    Wood-elves numbering in their hundreds stood among a series of scattered fires burning on podiums. They were perched on a series of rocky platform levels like the audience of a theatre, all looking down to a space below. 
 
    Several figures stood at the lowest level. There were four guards standing to attention with spears, two on either of a large simple stone structure consisting of several flat vertical slabs. 
 
    To the left of the structure was a throne, upon which the tribe master of the wood-elves was seated. His position among the people said enough, but his demeanour and appearance seemed no different to any of the others save for the large feathered headpiece mounted atop him. 
 
    But he was nothing in comparison to the goliath of a structure at his side, because the thing to his side wasn’t a statue or a monolith, but another throne. 
 
    The thing that would be seated there, if it existed, would stand at least six times the height of your average human. It would likely dwarf the wood-troll that we had brought down in the forest, and that was only while seated. 
 
    I dreaded to think what it would look like standing. 
 
    Before the throne was a darkened hole that led deeper into the ground. Either side of it, hanging by chains, were a pair of empty stone slabs hanging from chains. 
 
    I traced the path of the chains. They were rigged to a system nearby that would lower them into the pit. 
 
    ‘What the hell is supposed to sit there?’ Lara asked, nodding to the throne. 
 
    ‘I have no idea,’ I whispered, scanning the space below for the girls. ‘Do you see Santana anywhere?’ 
 
    ‘No. Not Mariana, either. Wait…’ 
 
    The chants of the crowd and the unseen drumming began to speed up, and at the very front of the swaying masses, the figures began to part. 
 
    From the space two stone slabs came, carried by two groups of wood-elves. 
 
    My whole body shuddered when I saw who was tied to them. 
 
    ‘Oh my god…’ 
 
    Santana was tied to the one on the left, Mariana the one on the right. 
 
    Neither of them were moving. 
 
    Rage ignited within me, one that made the killing of Werger feel like nothing in comparison. I wanted to storm down from our hiding space, throwing bombs and exhausting my power stones to take out as many of these pieces of shit as I could. 
 
    But this time I had my wife at my side. 
 
    I felt Lara’s touch on my shoulder. 
 
    ‘Calm yourself, husband,’ she whispered. ‘We must keep control.’ 
 
    ‘I know,’ I growled quietly. ‘But…’ 
 
    ‘Just wait. When hunting for something sometimes you have to have patience.’ 
 
    The girls remained unmoving down below. As the wood-elves that had carried them into view moved away, a lone one of them moved towards their sides carrying a stone basket. 
 
    He plunged his hand into the dark innards, smearing something on his skin, then splashed it onto the girls. 
 
    They both stirred violently, waking and groaning 
 
    In the oldest story, eight circles of hell had to be crossed to reach the ninth. 
 
    I wondered if this was what the centre looked like. 
 
    He backed away, and the tribe master moved to the space between them. 
 
    He raised his arms, and the chanting quickly fell silent. 
 
    ‘Arahandi-mui kala-tor, vashkee… Zagor… Zagor!’ 
 
    The chanting and drumming escalated once again, in a faster and deeper rhythm than ever. 
 
    ‘They’re going to send them down into the pit,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘That’s not what I’m worried about. I’m worried about whatever it is that’s down there. There’s got to be another way to get in…’ 
 
    As the wood-elves prepared the girls for their descent into the pit, the tribe master ignited a huge torch with a fierce, flickering flame. 
 
    No… He wouldn’t… 
 
    I waited in terror for him to ignite the liquid covering the girls. 
 
    But he didn’t. Instead, the torch was thrown down into the pit. The light from the flame bounced against the walls of the hole. 
 
    Something else caught the corner of my eye, though. 
 
    There was another light that begun to stem from a crevice on the left side of the cavern. 
 
    No, not another light – the very same light. 
 
    ‘There,’ I said, pointing it out to Lara. ‘There’s another way down.’ 
 
    ‘You think you can get down there without being seen?’ 
 
    ‘It’s my only chance. Stay here from a vantage point and keep watch. There’s no sense in us both getting trapped down there if it comes to that.’ 
 
    I set my eyes on the crevice and moved to go, but Lara grabbed me and spun me to her. She kissed me hard, then pressed her forehead to mine as she caressed my cheek. 
 
    ‘Don’t lose yourself.’ 
 
    ‘I won’t.’ 
 
    She didn’t need to tell me that she loved me. I already knew. 
 
    I pocketed my sword and sheath into my inventory and crept to the wall. Getting a decent foothold, I began to traverse the wall to the crevice below. 
 
    The entire time I was conscious of the wood-elves in their endless ranks. All it would take was one of them to turn their head to see me, to notice my shape moving in the darkness, and I would be swarmed upon. 
 
    Thankfully the light, and their eyes, avoided me as I dropped to a lower ledge, took hold of a firm piece of rock, and descended another few yards towards the gap. 
 
    I finally reached it. I lowered myself to my waist, feeling the rock vibrate around me with the chanting of the hundreds of voices and the banging of the unseen drums, some just a few yards away from me. 
 
    Only then did I realize how narrow the gap was. I would barely have enough room to shimmy down. 
 
    I wasn’t claustrophobic, but being trapped in a rock wall was a pretty terrible way to go. 
 
    I glanced over to the chains hanging from the ceiling, watching them shudder as they took the weight of the stone slabs on which the girls were tied. 
 
    When the wheels turned and the chains rolled down, I knew I had no choice. 
 
    I struggled into the gap and shuffled down through the darkness, forcing my body down like it was a tool. 
 
    Rocks jutted sharply into my front and back with every movement, scuffing my face even with my head turned to the side. 
 
    I could hardly afford to breathe. With every expansion of my chest, my ribs felt like they were going to break against the rocks. 
 
    Keep moving. 
 
    The chants above were the only motivation I needed. 
 
    I stifled a grunt, pushing down another yard, moving my arm before it snapped from the pressure as it became stuck between two badly-placed jutting stones. 
 
    Then I felt my foot drop. There was nothing below. 
 
    I had reached the pit. 
 
    I lowered myself until I was hanging by a single hand. Glancing over to the torch that had been dropped, I found that the floor was only a yard away. 
 
    I let go and landed hard on the rough ground. Some of it fell loose in the process, the rocks and pebbles slipping beneath my feet. The ground was littered with them in masses and piles. 
 
    The slabs with the girls stretched out upon suddenly appeared, descending steadily into the pit. 
 
    I hurried over to them just as they clunked to the ground heavily. 
 
    Dashing to the space between them, I felt an incomparable relief hit me. They were safe. 
 
    They were alive. 
 
    ‘Santana,’ I said, pushing her hair from her face. Aside from the liquid that had been splashed upon her and the ragged state of her clothes, she appeared unharmed. ‘Are you all right? Are you awake?’ 
 
    I tapped her lightly on the face. Her eyes fluttered open, and the moment she saw me a weak smile rose to her lips. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    ‘It’s me. I’m going to get you out of here.’ 
 
    I turned sharply to Mariana. She was in a similar state in mind and appearance. 
 
    ‘Backstab.’ 
 
    The Dagger of Concealment landed in my hand once again. Not exactly designed for cutting binds, but it was the best thing I had on hand. 
 
    I sliced through the bindings on their wrists and ankles in no time, the sharpness of the blade helping to no end. The ropes twined and came loose, and I pulled them away with scrambling hands. 
 
    But they were both completely incapacitated. They couldn’t even stand. 
 
    How do I get you out of here? 
 
    Just as my mind began to search for a solution, I realized something chilling. 
 
    The chanting and the drumming above had stopped. 
 
    I knew that they were still up there. They had to be. There was no way that they had filtered out in their hundreds in the seconds that I had been down here. 
 
    All the same, there was silence from above. 
 
    I searched around in the darkness, wondering why the girls had been lowered down here in the first place when there were no signs of a threat anywhere. 
 
    I picked up the torch from the ground and raised it up, shedding light on the ground around the slabs. 
 
    There were bones everywhere. That was what I had been walking on. 
 
    I thought back to the room in the cave where the power well was hidden. 
 
    There was something down here. 
 
    Click. 
 
    I spun around to look into one of the darkened corners where the sound had emerged from. 
 
    A head pushed out of the dark and into the light. There had once been eyes on its green head, but they had been burnt out long ago by something. Its green skin was unmistakable. 
 
    A wood-elf. 
 
    This was even more feral than those I had previously been confronted with. 
 
    It crept forwards, hunched over, occasionally stumbling onto its hands in the process. 
 
    ‘Get the fuck back,’ I said sternly, holding up my torch and producing my sword. ‘I’m done being pissed off today.’ 
 
    The wood-elf carried on, suddenly baring its sharpened teeth. 
 
    ‘Fuck this.’ 
 
    I threw down the torch and stamped forwards. With a single swing I brought my sword back and slammed it down into the feral wood-elf’s head. 
 
    The blade concaved its skull and butchered the back of its brain, sending it to the ground quickly, but not before the spray of its blood landed on my face. 
 
    I pulled my sword back and looked around. 
 
    More were emerging. 
 
    I backed towards where the girls were still lying helpless. Defending them was the most important thing right now considering the state they were in. 
 
    ‘Am I supposed to be afraid?’ I growled, looking around at them all. ‘I’ll bet every other helpless innocent that’s been sent down here has been too incapacitated to deal with you fuckers, huh? Well, not me.’ 
 
    I went to wipe the blood from the dead wood-elf from my face, only serving to smear it. 
 
    I couldn’t imagine how insane I looked right now with my blood-stained skin, my flaming eyes and my battered clothes 
 
    ‘Is this it?’ I said cockily. ‘Is this all that you’ve got?’ 
 
    I waited for the wood-elves to get in proximity before cutting them down in the same brutal fashion. They hardly even put up a fight. 
 
    When they were all defeated, their death rattles withering away, I found that the ground above was no longer completely quiet. 
 
    There were murmurings of confusion, and the occasional shout. 
 
    I rushed over to the girls and looked up through the tunnel that they had been lowered through. 
 
    Three wood-elves – the tribe master and two of his guards – were staring down at me. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    They grunted loudly. The annoyance turned into disgruntled shouts, then into confused yells. 
 
    Chaos was breaking out among the crowds of wood-elves above. 
 
    But from the sounds, they weren’t coming this way. 
 
    They were moving further away in a mad scramble of thundering footsteps and shouts, moving in such numbers and force that dust fell from the ceiling. 
 
    Why are they running away? 
 
    Caught in the act, but there was nothing that I could do about it now. 
 
    I thought fast, wondering how the hell I was going to get out of here now that they were alerted to my presence. 
 
    I held my arms up, sword in one and power stone in the other. 
 
    Come join me. 
 
    Their faces did not become angry, though. Instead, I was confronted with fear and murmurs of confusion. 
 
    Then terror. 
 
    A rumble suddenly coursed through the ground beneath me. Pebbles and dust dislodged from the cave roof overhead, pattering down like hailstones. 
 
    It was so severe that I almost fell on my ass. 
 
    Earthquake. 
 
    Shit. The timing couldn’t have been worse. 
 
    I had to get the girls out, but there was no way unless they were on their feet and ready to move. 
 
    And then, the happy answer came to me. It was the only answer. 
 
    I pulled up my inventory and set eyes on one of the many items I had pulled from the land of the Gaalus Tribe. 
 
    Moonrise x2 
 
    I retrieved the two vials and pulled the cork stoppers from their tops, exposing the dust within. 
 
    Looking sharply between the girls, I shook my head and placed the vials over their faces, steadily tipping the dust along the glass edges until it reached the end. 
 
    ‘I’m really sorry about this…’ 
 
    The dust tipped out and landed above their upper lips. 
 
    I placed my hands over their mouths, forcing them to breathe through their noses and inhale the substance. 
 
    In unison, their eyes slammed open. 
 
    Mariana inhaled sharply through her mouth, grasping at her throat and coughing as she rolled to her side. Her legs went rigid as she grabbed the edge of the slab and coughed violently. 
 
    Santana sat up like she was on a hinge, groaning out loudly. Her pupils dilated and she gasped for air, squeezing the edges of her slab so tightly that knuckles turned white. 
 
    ‘All right, we’re all okay,’ I said, tending to them both. ‘We need to get moving before the roof comes down on us. Can you both walk?’ 
 
    With the boost of energy that had hit them both they could do more than walk. 
 
    Santana leaped off the slab and wrapped her arms around me. She was still wearing the dress that she had adorned for the dinner at the land of the sun-elves, albeit a lot more torn now. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘I think so… Where are we?’ 
 
    ‘Damn good question.’ 
 
    A hand clasped on my shoulder, and I spun to see Mariana’s wide eyes. 
 
    ‘What’s happening…?’ 
 
    ‘We’re in some kind of pit beneath the land of the wood-elves, but we have to get out of here. There’s an earthquake and the wood-elves are running for it. Only we could pull off timing that well.’ 
 
    Mariana’s eyes went even wider, and her mouth tipped open uncontrollably. 
 
    She glanced around her feet. 
 
    ‘This is the sacrificial chamber,’ she said quietly, looking over to the slaughtered wood-elves that I had cut down. ‘And those are…’ 
 
    ‘The assholes that almost killed you.’ 
 
    ‘Those are our escorts. Oh, gods…’ 
 
    ‘Your escorts?’ 
 
    ‘I know some of the wood-elf tongue. I overheard there plans when we were brought here. We were lowered down here to be sacrificed.’ 
 
    ‘To those things?’ 
 
    ‘No…’ The ground rumbled suddenly with much more ferocity than the first. Mariana looked to me with a look of irrefutable terror. ‘To him.’ 
 
    I knew the name. Her brother had told me it. 
 
    From the cavern above, one of the wood-elves screeched out. 
 
    ‘ZAGOR!!!’ 
 
    He was real, and the girls were supposed to be his sacrifices. 
 
    An darkened orange light suddenly filled the cave too quickly. 
 
    I looked over to its source, a section of the cave where several of the feral wood-elves had crawled from. 
 
    But it wasn’t just a corner of the cave. Hidden in the darkness was a huge entrance to another sub-cavern, from where the orange light was glowing. 
 
    There was no time left for talking. 
 
    ‘Come on!’ 
 
    I hopped up onto Santana’s slab along with Mariana. Reaching for my sword, I took it firmly in my grip and slashed at the chains with all of the might that I could muster. 
 
    The pure tensile pressure that they were under made them break more easily than they should have, and with the first one broken it raised a little. 
 
    I turned to a second on the opposite side, holding the girls close to me with one arm and controlling my sword with the other. 
 
    Another strike. 
 
    Another. 
 
    Then- 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    The chain exploded, spinning outwards and away from us. 
 
    If it had come our way the strength and speed of its movement would probably have killed all three of us, but I didn’t have time to dwell on the matter. 
 
    The slab suddenly rose, accelerating upwards and back through the tunnel. 
 
    Our mismatched weight sent the whole platform off-balance. It slammed against the rough tunnel walls as we ascended to the upper section of the cavern. 
 
    Chancing a look below, the glowing red and orange embers stained with an unnatural blackness scattered over the space that we had just occupied. 
 
    The slab arrived in the cavern and we hurriedly leaped off. 
 
    Only a few wood-elves remained in the cavern; most were running to the exit in their hundreds, all sprinting up the steps to the narrow tunnel that Lara and I had entered through. 
 
    Lara would be fine – there was enough room for her to hide, and the wood-elves seemed more pre-occupied with getting out of here. 
 
    We should have been doing the same, but not all of the enemy tribe had departed. 
 
    The wood-elf tribe master stood before us, a guard at either side of him. 
 
    Our three enemies stared us down as we jumped down off the slab. 
 
    ‘What… What-you-do?’ 
 
    Just as Mariana could speak some wood-elf, so could the wood-elf tribe master speak some of our language. 
 
    It was sharp and spluttered, but I knew exactly what he had said. 
 
    The tribe master stared at me with an infernal mix of anger and terror. 
 
    ‘Move aside,’ I growled, raising my sword. ‘Or we all die right here, right now.’ 
 
    This wasn’t a courtesy. In any other scenario I would have cut down the bastard responsible for kidnapping my wife. 
 
    But fighting was the last thing I needed right now. The cavern was going to come down on our heads, and fighting would only stall our efforts to escape. 
 
    Deep down, though, I knew there was no convincing him. He had made his bed of dedicating himself to an ancient creature that lurked beneath the earth, and he was going down with his ship if it meant sending my wife and Mariana straight back down there. 
 
    The tribe master suddenly yelled out, roaring like a lion. His guards followed suit. 
 
    Weapons had been dropped at our feet when the rest of the wood-elves had took off for the bottle-necked exit. 
 
    Mariana and Santana both reached for rusted spears, snatching them up as I promptly readied my power stone. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    The blast unfurled instantly from my open palm. It should have made short work, but the space was too wide and the wood-elves too fast. 
 
    The guard on the left was struck in the arm, spinning him out and sending him crashing to the floor, but the tribe master and the right-hand guard both ducked sharply, avoiding the force of the blast. 
 
    Shit. 
 
    The tribe master brought his spear back by his waist and plunged it towards my chest in an upwards motion. 
 
    I swung my sword swiftly, knocking the path of the spear to the side to the left, the sharpened tip missing my body by mere inches as he stumbled away. 
 
    Mariana dealt with the right-hand guard, their spears clashing in a parry before she delivered a brutal punch to his face, knocking him back. 
 
    The wood-elf that had been knocked down by the blast jumped up sharply and made for Santana. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    This time it did the job. 
 
    The blast struck him square in the chest and threw him back against the rock ledge. His head struck it hard, leaving a spatter of blood on the surface as he slumped to the ground. 
 
    As the tribe master regained himself and made towards me, Santana darted behind me and moved to Mariana’s side. 
 
    They brandished their stolen spears wildly, moving in on the wood-elf that Mariana had just punched and stabbing at him before he had a chance to regain himself and muster an attack. 
 
    The wood-elf tribe master approached me and readied himself as I formulated a plan of attack. 
 
    He stopped some yards away, ready for me to try and use my power stone so that he could dodge again. 
 
    It was useless against him. I would have to take a melee approach. 
 
    The girls cut down the second wood-elf guard and were about to move in to help me take him down, but- 
 
    A sudden brutal, crunching rumble rolled through the cave, knocking us all off-balance. 
 
    Orange light glowed up from pit we had escaped. 
 
    Zagor was approaching. 
 
    ‘Go!’ I shouted to the girls. 
 
    ‘We’re not leaving you!’ 
 
    ‘If we stay down here we’re all dead. I’ll hold this asshole off.’ 
 
    As I ordered them to run, I suddenly realized how Ralos must have felt. 
 
    ‘GO!’ 
 
    Mariana and Santana exchanged a look before taking off up the steps to the exit. I looked over the tribe master’s shoulder as he blocked my path, unable to see Lara. 
 
    Santana looked down to me one last time from the exit with wide eyes, then turned and ran. 
 
    ‘Come on, you son of a bitch,’ I grunted at the tribe master. ‘Make your move.’ 
 
    Rocks were beginning to fall from the ceiling all around us. 
 
    At first the tribe master had been fearful at the girls being saved from their sacrifice, but as destruction mounted, a psychotic grin began to grow on his face. 
 
    He raised his spear to his side in an outstretched arm. 
 
    Then he dropped his weapon to the ground. 
 
    What the fuck is he doing? 
 
    His smile grew wider as he raised his hand and shaped it into a form I knew all too well. 
 
    He had a power stone. 
 
    It landed in his hand in an instant. 
 
    I charged forward with a yell, raising my sword to strike him down, but with a lift of his hand and the utterance of a single, indiscernible word, the spell was cast right in my direction. 
 
    But nothing happened to me. 
 
    Instead, the master vanished. 
 
    I rushed forwards and hit nothing, spinning around in search of him. 
 
    Scanning in the nearby area, I saw that his minimal wrappings were hovering in the area, before being thrown to the ground along with his headpiece. 
 
    It was an invisibility power stone 
 
    Shit. 
 
    I tried to listen to determine his location around me, but the rumbling in the cave was too harsh, and it was only getting worse. 
 
    Crunch. 
 
    A hard strike was delivered to my nose, disorienting me. 
 
    I staggered back and shook my head back into the moment. 
 
    With my sword raised before me, I tried to protect myself. 
 
    I could run, but my back would be turned to my enemy. 
 
    I would be defenceless, wide open to attack, just like Ralos had been. 
 
    Blood was starting to drip from my nose, which I promptly wiped away. I leaped up onto the ledge of the next level of the cave and kept my sword drawn. 
 
    Every second I spent here was another that Zagor would have to kill me. 
 
    He was getting closer. 
 
    I scanned the ground for signs of the dust shifting, but it was impossible to discern, especially with continuous shaking of the ground. 
 
    Instinctively I spun towards a sudden clunk nearby but instead found myself looking down at a foot-long boulder that had fallen from the ceiling just a few yards away. 
 
    The tribe master wasn’t the only threat down here. 
 
    ‘YARRRR!!!’ 
 
    The yell sounded just as an invisible foot struck me in the back. 
 
    My sword went flying from my hand and I collapsed forwards, thrown from the ledge and back down to the platform by the pit. 
 
    I rolled onto my back and groaned as I pushed up, the wind knocked out of me. 
 
    The tribe master was still invisible, but he had done away with the stealth approach. The arrogance of his upper hand had gotten the better of him. 
 
    A sudden kick was delivered to my stomach, sending a jolt of terrible pain through my torso. 
 
    ‘… Backstab!’ 
 
    I groaned out the word, but the blade landing in my hand immediately. 
 
    Another kick was delivered to my stomach at that very moment. 
 
    I raised my arm and stabbed at where I deemed his leg to be, but the master was too fast for that. 
 
    I hit nothing, and a second later the dagger was kicked from my hand by an invisible foot, flying away from me. 
 
    Mustering my strength, I pushed up and dragged myself away. 
 
    I collapsed onto my front, battered and bruised. 
 
    Blood was staining my hands and smearing on the ground. 
 
    But that’s not my blood. 
 
    Managing to focus my eyes, I saw it; the bowl of red liquid that had been splashed on the girls. 
 
    I snatched it up, hearing the master’s footsteps approach me. 
 
    Turning sharply, I jolted the bowl and struck the master square in the face with it 
 
    He yelled out as the liquid splashed him in the face and filled his eyes. 
 
    Now I’ve got you, motherfucker. 
 
    There was no hiding anymore. 
 
    With an animal grunt I pushed up from the ground and stood, staggering to the wood-elf leader. 
 
    He groaned and rubbed desperately at his eyes. Much of his body was still invisible, but with the liquid streaming down his face, I could see him. 
 
    ROOAARRRRR!!! 
 
    The demonic sound shook the entire cavern worse than ever. 
 
    Heat was beginning to emanate from the pit as the orange glow became blinding. 
 
    I rushed to the wood-elf and delivered a hard punch to his face. I grabbed him by the shoulders before he fell back, running a hand into his hair and dragging him roughly to the pit. 
 
    I had no weapons at hand, but it didn’t matter. 
 
    ‘You want to meet your master?’ I panted, bloodied and battered. ‘Fine.’ 
 
    I swung him back, then smashed his head hard against the slab hanging over the pit, the very same that had been used to lower my wife to her prospective death. 
 
    His body went limp the as his head concaved against the surface. Blood poured out and spilt to the ground. 
 
    With a final, ferocious grunt, I kicked his corpse down into the pit to meet the demi-god that awaited him below. 
 
    The rumbling of the cave suddenly softened. I steadied my breathing and paused, wide-eyed, before another horrendous roar broke out, worse than any that had sounded yet. 
 
    I turned and ran, leaving my weapons behind and sprinting up the steps to the exit. 
 
    I hadn’t even thought to grab the power stone from the master’s inventory. 
 
    I didn’t care; right now, surviving was the only thing that mattered. 
 
    Every second I waited for a rock to smash into my head as they rained down from the ceiling. 
 
    After several close calls I reached the platform where I had been hiding with Lara and sprinted along the corridor. 
 
    The escaping wood-elves had long made it out, but with their departure, so had all the torches extinguished. 
 
    I sprinted ahead, tripping over rocks and suffocating darkness until I saw the firelight of the exit. 
 
    I prayed silently that my wives and Mariana were safe. 
 
    A crack splintered through the ceiling, bringing down the cave behind me just five yards from the exit. 
 
    My feet pounded into the steps as I scrambled madly to the surface, running through the fire and looking out at the carnage around me. 
 
    I had killed the master and escaped the cave, but the citizens of the tribe still numbered in their hundreds. 
 
    Wood-elves were everywhere, but few if any were paying attention to me. 
 
    Most were cowering on their knees before the fire, while others were retreating, walking backwards from the fire, but all were looking my way. 
 
    Because that was where their true master resided. 
 
    They were chanting louder and louder, some kneeling forward to pray, others lowering their heads. 
 
    The sheer number made me reluctant to run, even if none were now seeking to attack me. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    Through a large gap I saw Mariana and my wives, including Lara, ushering me to them with pleasing eyes.  
 
    I sprinted to them, and together we hurried across the land in a mad rush to escape. 
 
    Bizarrely, the wood-elves paid us no notice. 
 
    All they cared about was the emergence of their master. 
 
    We had taken his sacrifices, and now he was emerging. 
 
    There was nothing they could do to avoid his wrath but pray – or run. 
 
    The ground was shaking like an earthquake had hit us, but all I was conscious of was the slamming of our footsteps on the ground. Our group of five sprinted through the dried grass and mud. 
 
    All that I saw now was the perimeter fence, our shot at freedom lying in the forest where we could disappear- 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    A single rumble sent all of us off-balance, staggering before jumping back to our feet. 
 
    This wasn’t just a rumble, though – it was the beginning of something so powerful I could hardly comprehend it. 
 
    BOOM. 
 
    A ripple jolted through the ground, and things became silent too quickly. 
 
    ‘RUN!’ Mariana screamed. 
 
    ‘WHAT THE FUCK DO YOU THINK WE’RE DOING?’ Lara yelled, looking over her shoulder at Mariana. 
 
    I saw her eyeline move from Mariana sharply to something far above us. 
 
    ‘Oh, FUCK!’ 
 
    I turned and looked over my shoulder at the sight that had erupted behind us. 
 
    The land within a fifty-yard radius of the fire pit flew up into the air. It was like a volcano was erupting beneath the earth. 
 
    I turned, making sure that Mariana and my wives were ahead of me, and continued running. 
 
    It wasn’t just us; the wood-elves were all screaming with terror, running to the outskirts of their tribal land. 
 
    Clods of dirt began to smash down all around us like hailstones, and as I chanced another look over my shoulder I saw the land past the fifty-yard mark radius begin to fall away. 
 
    If we didn’t keep up we would be sucked into the earth. 
 
    The fence still stood tall, and cutting it down would take too long. 
 
    I cycled to the Telekinetic power stone and felt it land in my hand. 
 
    ‘Telekinea!’ 
 
    The energy burst exploded from my hand and struck the fence, splintering it. 
 
    I hurled the spell forward again and the fence gave. 
 
    ‘MOVE, MOVE!’ 
 
    The girls leaped through the gap, pushing past the remains of the defenses and into the forest. 
 
    I jumped through after them, watching them reach the tree line before turning once more to look back towards the land. 
 
    The land fell away, as if all the space beneath us was hollow. Wood-elves ran for their lives, and for a second the magnitude of what was happening hit me. 
 
    The entire tribal land of the wood-elves was being destroyed. Almost all of their people had fallen into the abyss below. 
 
    And as the ground caved in, something emerged from it. 
 
    A huge hand appeared, reaching into the sky before slamming into the falling earth. It didn’t need to grasp for leverage against anything; it was large enough to stagger up through the collapsing mud and rock beneath it. 
 
    Just as the dryad had shown me. 
 
    Its head emerged, a huge pair of horns set into its forehead that smouldered with fire that burned with brown and dark orange embers, before a gigantic pair of blackened orbs that acted as its eyes peered above the ground. 
 
    They were like a shark’s; dark and dead, suggesting not a single shred of empathy in its mind, but its actions said otherwise. 
 
    It clambered up from the ground, its gigantic body stretching thirty yards high. It was humanoid in shape, commanding a pair of strong arms and legs below a rocky torso. 
 
    I knew I had to run but I was staring at something that not even many people in Agraria had likely seen. 
 
    This was a demi-god. 
 
    This was Zagor. 
 
    He was just as Ralos had described. 
 
    Some of the wood-elves dropped to their knees, lowering their heads and praying, and in seconds they were sucked into the collapsing ground at the edges of the land. It was one of the most baffling things that I had ever seen, dying for the sake of showing worship to something that had resulted in the destruction of their tribe. 
 
    Other wood-elves set their loyalties aside, choosing wisely to turn and run. I and the group were no longer the focus of their evil affections. 
 
    That honour went to the simple act of staying alive. 
 
    ‘Jack, we need to go, NOW!’ 
 
    Zagor suddenly locked eyes with me. I stared back at him and felt one of the strangest feelings I had ever felt hit me. It was a combination of terror and power, as if I was seeing something truly powerful for the first time. 
 
    He was huge, but the collapsing land was much bigger in scale than him. I expected him to be sucked into the earth along with his wood-elf minions, but just as the rock podium that he stood upon began to fall away, one final, powerful motion occurred. 
 
    A huge pair of wings stretched out from his back, unfolding massively like blankets that clouded out everything around them. With a sharp jump he burst into the sky, taking off and disappearing into the night with the powerful driving of his wings against the air. 
 
    The demi-god vanished over the treetops. 
 
    ‘JACK!’ 
 
    I pulled my eyes from the view of the land and ran for my life, the land collapsing at our heels as I sprinted after my wives. 
 
    We didn’t stop running until we reached the cave. 
 
    Elera led us through the forest, having mapped out the route perfectly in her head. I wanted to wrap my arms around Santana and embrace her tightly, but as we raced through the woods the sounds of wood-elves’ slamming footsteps and screams were everywhere. 
 
    I guessed that they couldn’t give a shit about us anymore; their god had just destroyed their land and killed most of their population in the process, and they were running for their lives as much as we were. 
 
    We reached the trench and hurried through, exchanging Potions of Haste in the process and downing them quickly before sprinting onwards. 
 
    I didn’t know how much time had passed when we reached the river, but it meant that we weren’t far from the cave. Elera led the girls down to it, ushering them in while I protected the rear of our group. 
 
    I struggled through the water madly, glancing around and seeing no sign of pursuers until- 
 
    ‘RRAAARRGGG!!!’ 
 
    Something hard struck me from above with blunt force. 
 
    I crashed forward into the water, submerged beneath the surface, surrounded by distorted, dulled noise and writhing bubbles. 
 
    I levelled myself, pressed my feet against the ground and propelled myself upwards, gasping for air and pushing my hair out of my face. 
 
    A wood-elf was right in front of me, scrambling up to his feet – his attack on me from above had done as much damage to himself as it had to me, but his feral morale was filled with rage. 
 
    Even now, there were still some who were trying to kill us. He probably blamed me for what had happened. 
 
    But I had had more than enough. 
 
    He lunged at me, finding my neck. At the same time I drew my arm back and punched him straight in the throat. I felt the crunch of his Adam’s apple against my knuckles, and he fell back, flailing his arms and crashing into the water as he tried to draw a breath. 
 
    I could have stabbed him, but I was too angry and too done with this fucking land to let another of these bastards go this easily. 
 
    I sank a hand into his hair and spun his body around, plunging him forward and into the water where I held him as he struggled. 
 
    I held him beneath the water as he flailed madly against me, scratching and kicking and shaking until the final twitch left him and his body began to calm. 
 
    I held him there until the struggles became jolts, and the jolts became shivers, and the shivers became nothing at all. 
 
    But below the surface, somehow, he was still grunting. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    ‘Wait,’ I called out to the voice from the cave. I could tell it was one of the girls, but now who – my mind was too focused on ending this wood-elf. 
 
    ‘Jack…’ 
 
    ‘He’s still growling!’ 
 
    ‘Jack… That’s you…’ 
 
    I panted harshly and turned to see Santana crouching in the mouth of the cave. Her face was still scuffed and spattered with mud, her dress torn and ragged, but her eyes were as bright and perfect as ever. 
 
    ‘Let it go,’ she said peacefully, offering a hand out to me. 
 
    My arms were tensed so hard they were trembling. I struggled to relax them, finally unclamping my hands from the body of the wood-elf and letting him drift to the bottom of the river. 
 
    ‘I thought… I thought you were…’ 
 
    ‘I know, but I am not, because you came to get me. Now come and rest. Gods know you deserve it.’ 
 
    I watched the body being picked up by the current as it started to inch its way downstream. 
 
    Once it was out of sight and sure it wouldn’t wake up, I turned to Santana and took her hand, letting her guide me into the safety of the cave.  
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Fifteen 
 
      
 
    By the time I had entered the cave and let my guard down, I was out like a light. The exhaustion of the past few days set in, and at the sight of my wives and Mariana being safe, sleep took me fast. 
 
    When I awoke, I found Elera and Lara sleeping nearby, with Mariana close and doing the same. Santana was the only one of us who was awake; she was sitting by the fire, where the first hints of sunrise had begun to make their way through the winding passage to the cave entrance. 
 
    ‘How are you?’ I asked, stretching my arms and moving to her side, where she snuggled up to me at the fire. 
 
    ‘I am fine. I just… I thought that I would never see you again. I have never been so scared in my life.’ 
 
    ‘I know. I’m sorry that even happened to you.’ 
 
    ‘It is not your fault, husband.’ 
 
    ‘It is, though. We were on a foreign tribe’s land and I was off getting a freaking tour of the place by…’ 
 
    ‘Mariana,’ she said. ‘I know. She told me while we were being held captive. She was underground with you when the land was attacked, but she was taken too. It didn’t make a difference. One of us was going to be taken either way.’ 
 
    ‘So you had time to talk to her?’ 
 
    ‘She is a strong person. Perhaps too strong for you, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Wo-o-ow…’ I laughed quietly. ‘Too strong for me?’ 
 
    ‘I mean that she would be better running a tribe that married to a tribe master.’ 
 
    ‘And you don’t think you’re strong?’ 
 
    ‘I do, but she and I come from different families. My father was more than willing to let me marry you. Her father is an experienced warrior and the head of a tribe.’ 
 
    ‘In case you didn’t know, Jeremiah is pretty terrifying. The guy knows how to swing an axe.’ 
 
    ‘Maybe… I just do not think that she is wife-material.’ 
 
    ‘You afraid that you’re going to be side-lined or something?’ 
 
    ‘No, I just… She has been raised in a different way to the rest of us. She has been raised to lead, and very few people are brought up like that. Of course, that might not matter, seeing as her brother is next in line to the position of tribe master over the sun-elves.’ 
 
    I turned away from her, looking into the fire. 
 
    ‘Not anymore,’ I replied. ‘He’s gone.’ 
 
    ‘… Gone?’ 
 
    ‘He was killed by the wood-elves after holding them off so that we could escape. Artrix is dying, too, which means…’ 
 
    ‘Mariana is next in line.’ 
 
    ‘Right.’ 
 
    ‘You haven’t told her about her brother yet?’ 
 
    ‘In between rescuing the pair of you from a gigantic monster, fighting off an army of wood-elves and blowing up a tribal land, the right moment hasn’t exactly come up. But the right moment for me to ask you something has.’ I turned to her, looking her in the eyes. ‘The wood-elves, they didn’t… Do anything to you, did they?’ 
 
    Santana didn’t pretend to misunderstand what I was talking about. She knew exactly what I was saying. 
 
    ‘No. I went untouched, and so did Mariana. From what I understood they wanted to sacrifice us to Zagor untouched.’ 
 
    Internally I breathed a sigh of relief. Morals or not, if they had laid a finger on my wife I would have marched straight back what was left of the land and slaughtered every last one of them that was left. 
 
    ‘I’m so sorry this happened,’ I said, wrapping my arms around her. ‘The first thing I’m going to do when we get back to our land is build a twenty-foot stone wall around it so that nobody can ever get to us again.’ 
 
    ‘Does the building system allow you to do that?’ She laughed. 
 
    ‘Maybe, maybe not, but I’ll do it with my bare hands if I have to. We’re going to build defenses so powerful that nobody can ever get to us.’ 
 
    ‘It wasn’t down to defense,’ Santana said. ‘It was straying so far from our land.’ 
 
    ‘True,’ I muttered. ‘I think from now on we need to focus on our own area instead of wandering into the wilds. But we have enough time to think about that when we get home. Let’s just focus on getting there first.’ 
 
    Travelling at night had been the logical approach when we had first travelled to the land of the wood-elves, but now that we were leaving and most of the wood-elves were dead, we surmised that we could safely travel in daylight. 
 
    After packing up our belongings and setting off, we reached the cliff side where the land split in two. We trekked along the precipice for a few hundred yards before arriving at the remains of the bridge, and as I surveyed both sides, I thought back to Ralos’s grip on my hand. 
 
    The jolt of the spear hitting him ran through my arm again. 
 
    I barely knew the guy and had thought he was a grade-A asshole, but after finally sitting down to share a cigar with him and to actually talk, it turned out he wasn’t who I thought he was at all. 
 
    And if that wasn’t enough, his actions had spoken more than anything he had said. 
 
    ‘The cliffs descend a few miles downriver,’ Mariana said. ‘We can cross to the other side of the river there and make it back before sundown.’ 
 
    ‘Sounds good to me,’ I nodded. 
 
    We made the trek by the cliffside at a fast walk, staying close to the forest until we reached the crossing, where the current of the river had slowed. After reaching the other side with little difficulty, we all took another Potion of Haste each and set off through the forest, led by Mariana. 
 
    A little after midday we reached the walls of the sun-elf tribe, managing to avoid any remaining stray wood-elves in the forest from the direction of our approach. 
 
    I knew there had to be some that had escaped the destruction of their land. 
 
    A terrifyingly paradoxical feeling struck me as I laid my eyes on the walls. On the one hand I could return to safety, to the peaceful confines of a well-defended tribal land that was free from the threat of a vicious enemy tribe, and know that my women were safe. 
 
    On the other hand… I had to inform a father that his son was dead. 
 
    We approached the southern gates together. The moment the guards laid eyes on us the gates began to open, and we all stepped onto the sun-elf territory. As a group we ventured to the tree at the centre of the land, approaching the area of buildings and houses that surrounded it, moving past saluting sun-elves and thankful glances, until we reached the treehouse. 
 
    Artrix was already waiting for us on the steps. He moved faster than usual, scanning our group until he set eyes on his daughter. 
 
    Shit, shit, shit. 
 
    Any second Mariana would ask where her brother was. I was going to need to tell them what had happened, to reveal that I had been lying by omission to her ever since I had saved her. 
 
    They rushed towards each other and embraced, placing a hand on the back of each other’s heads and placing their foreheads together. They forgave the usual stoic demeanour that I had known them for and held themselves there for several moments before pulling away from each other, their hands clasped on each other’s forearms. 
 
    They looked into each other’s eyes deeply, and a sullen change overtook Artrix’s face. 
 
    Mariana didn’t say anything, but after scanning Mariana’s face he asked a single question. 
 
    ‘Is that so?’ 
 
    ‘Yes, father,’ she said quietly. 
 
    ‘How…?’ 
 
    Mariana turned to me, and then so did Artrix, and suddenly I realized that they both knew what I already knew. 
 
    ‘Did you think that my father was the only one who can read the faces of his companions?’ Mariana asked. 
 
    Her father may have been able to read minds, but Mariana was so much more dangerous than I could have imagined. 
 
    She knew how to hide that fact. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘He fell while giving us time to escape. If it wasn’t for him we would all be dead, and Santana and Mariana would have been lost to the hands of the wood-elves. It was the death of a warrior. The death of a hero.’ 
 
    A few minutes later we were seated in Artrix’s treehouse home, drinking a bittersweet tea and eating seasoned bowls of vegetables. My wives were seated with me in the large space, their wounds tended to and their bodies changed into decadent silk gowns as we took some rest in this safer place. 
 
    I had no idea how Artrix would respond at the prospect of the death of his son. So far the only expression of emotion he had displayed to me was the slight drop in his face. 
 
    It was the kind of thing that would make a father crumble to pieces. At any moment I expected Artrix to collapse into a crying mess. I couldn’t even begin to comprehend what was going on in his mind. 
 
    I had told my story, and now all that I could do was wait for the man to respond. 
 
    Silence followed. Seconds dragged on like hours as I scanned his face, but he showed nothing in response, until finally- 
 
    ‘The tale of his heroism shall be known to our people for all time, just as it was with those of our ancestors. Do you know the worst fate that a being in this world can undergo, Master Jack?’ 
 
    ‘I have a few in mind,’ I replied. ‘But I couldn’t settle on one.’ 
 
    ‘Why so?’ 
 
    ‘Because it’d be subjective. It depends on what you value most.’ 
 
    ‘And what do you value most?’ 
 
    ‘My wives, my people, and my tribe. The worst fate that I could suffer would be losing them.’ 
 
    ‘To the living man that is a terrible fate to be handed. There is one worse, though, that besets all eventually – the end of all things, when a man is forgotten by all and lost to the earth forever. My son may be gone, but his memory will endure, just as the memory of all of our fallen people will. They lived and fought, and their sacrifice shall not be forgotten.’ 
 
    I nodded in agreement and picked up my cup of tea. 
 
    ‘There is a ritual of respect among my people,’ I said. ‘That at the end of any great victory or when paying respect to a fallen companion, we press our cups together and drink, just as I showed you at the celebrations.’ 
 
    ‘I am not one for the customs of those beyond our walls, but were it not for you, I would have no sons or daughters to speak of. For this, I shall make an exception.’ 
 
    We pushed our cups together and drank, and in the treehouse Artrix and Mariana shared stories of Ralos. I had only known the man for a day, but by the end of their tales I felt like I had known him my entire life. 
 
    Most father’s would be crushed by the death of a son, but not in this case. It was the death of a fighter, one who had sacrificed himself to save another. 
 
    His father couldn’t have been more proud. 
 
    At the end of our meal together Artrix offered a wagon and a horse to get us back to our land, which we accepted. While my wives prepared it and checked their things, I met with Mariana and Artrix in the shade of the tree. 
 
    ‘We sun-elves aim to be clear above all things, Master Jack,’ Artrix started. ‘You know I am not long for this world, and now that Ralos is gone, it is Mariana’s task to lead our people.’ He turned to his daughter and pointed at me. ‘In this man you have an ally. Not simply in battle, but in the running of the tribe. His heart is pure.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that,’ I said. 
 
    ‘Believe me,’ he interrupted. ‘For I have seen the history of this land.’ 
 
    ‘What do you mean, father?’ 
 
    ‘My daughter,’ he smiled. ‘I have told you everything about this land that I know. But there is only one secret that I have kept from you, and it is now time that you saw it for yourself.’ 
 
    Artrix opened his inventory and retrieved an object which landed in his hand. 
 
    It was a large, old key that Mariana took with care. 
 
    ‘I do not need to tell you where this leads, but now that you are to become the next tribe master of our people, it is time for you to see for yourself… And I advise that you take Master Jack here with you.’ 
 
    ‘You really intend for me to become the next master, father?’ 
 
    ‘This place is filled with headstrong guards who would fight to the death for the position, but the role of tribe master must always remain within our bloodline. But that is not the real reason – you are the most suitable. Your abilities, your leadership qualities, your will to fight. 
 
    ‘But… You really wish for Master Jack to see?’ 
 
    Artrix looked to me, then back to Mariana. 
 
    ‘He must. Go.’ 
 
    It still hadn’t occurred to me what they were talking about, until Mariana nodded to me and we set off across the land toward the underground tomb that Artrix had shown me during my tour of the place, and which Mariana had taken over. 
 
    ‘Wait… He’s not really letting us see inside the final room, is he?’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I am as excited as you are. I have been waiting my entire life to look within that room.’ 
 
    We reached the entrance to the tomb and the guards stepped aside like clockwork. Together we descended the steps to the corridor beneath, where the long row of blue statues stood. 
 
    ‘So what do you-’ 
 
    I had hardly made it halfway through my sentence when Mariana turned and wrapped her arms around me, hugging me hard and whimpering. 
 
    It threw me completely off-guard, and all I could do in response was wrap my arms around her to keep her steady. 
 
    ‘Are you okay?’ 
 
    As fast as she had lost her composure, she regained it. Mariana ceased her shaking, took a few quick, deep breaths and stood up straight, shaking her head a little in the process. 
 
    ‘I am sorry,’ she said firmly, as if he genuinely meant it. ‘That is not the kind of behaviour that should be expected from a sun-elf, especially not a newly-minted tribe master in the presence of another master.’ 
 
    ‘Don’t worry about it,’ I said. ‘You’re talking to a guy who once got so angry he butchered an entire tribe on his own.’ 
 
    ‘An entire tribe?’ 
 
    ‘Well, technically there were only seven of them and two ran off, and I had just found out that they were keeping the family of one of my wives as slaves.’ 
 
    ‘That makes much more sense. You really will go to the ends of the world to defend your people, won’t you?’ 
 
    ‘In this world I’m nothing without them. Of course I would.’ 
 
    ‘Is that the only reason that you came to rescue me? Because your wife happened to be with me?’ 
 
    ‘That’s beside the point, and you know it. My tribe comes first, above all else. If you had to choose between rescuing your own tribe or saving somebody else’s, which would you choose?’ 
 
    Mariana paused, then smirked. 
 
    ‘Yes, I suppose you are right. I apologise for my outburst, it is just… As a sun-elf we are not supposed to let our emotions get the better of us. My father claims not to be old-fashioned, but he is committed to that notion. Perhaps I cannot show my emotions in front of other tribe masters, but you and I have been through more together in such a short space of time than most other tribe masters endure together in a lifetime.’ 
 
    At the end of a movie this might have been the moment where the two leads kissed, but as we stood in the firelight of the underground passage, looking into each other’s eyes, all I saw was a friend. I just didn’t feel that way about her, and neither did she about me. 
 
    I offered a hand out, which she shook. 
 
    ‘Even if the wood-elves are gone, it doesn’t mean that there aren’t worse things out there that could threaten our people. We are much stronger together than we are divided.’ 
 
    ‘I agree. My father’s way of thinking was part of the old world. We cannot afford to close ourselves off from what happens beyond our borders. If we do, history will simply repeat itself when the army of the world comes knocking at our door. No matter how well-defended we are, they will break down our walls and kill us all.’ 
 
    ‘We’re safer together,’ I nodded. ‘I’ve been weary of every other tribe that I’ve come into contact with, but now things are different.’ 
 
    ‘You have our support, Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘And you ours,’ I replied. ‘Master Mariana.’ 
 
    She smiled. ‘Good gods, do not let my father hear you say that.’ 
 
    ‘Wouldn’t dream of it.’ 
 
    ‘Good. Now let us see the secret of my people.’ 
 
    We journeyed down the corridor, each of us holding a torch. Mariana unlocked the first door, and we descended the steps to the next door. 
 
    It seemed an age since I had last been down here. 
 
    A lot had happened since then. 
 
    The final door seemed bigger somehow. Mariana had been leading us there quickly until now, but as I closed the door behind us and we looked towards it together, she stayed where she was. 
 
    ‘Are you doing the honours?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Just… Give me a moment,’ she replied, staring ahead at the door. ‘I have been waiting for this moment my entire life. Now it is here… I feel that whatever lies within will be a disappointment.’ 
 
    ‘You said it was a prediction, didn’t you?’ 
 
    ‘A telling of things to come by the Oracle.’ 
 
    ‘Then let’s find out what this truth is.’ 
 
    Mariana placed the key into the lock and turned it slowly. The last part of the cycle required a wrenching push, but eventually it gave. 
 
    She placed a hand on the handle and turned it, paused once more, and pulled it open. 
 
    An explosion of dust filled the air, shrouding us. We both stepped back, coughing violently and waving our hands before us until it began to settle. 
 
    I raised my torch and pointed it into the darkness. Mariana peered in but the light seemed to cast itself on nothing. 
 
    Mariana led us inside while holding her hand over her mouth. I pulled up my shirt to cover my mouth and followed her. 
 
    Searching the walls either side of the door, I found the ledged panel and lit it. 
 
    The fire snaked around the room as it had done with the other levels. The room we were standing in was much smaller than the others, perhaps only five by five yards. 
 
    At first it seemed like there was nothing residing in it apart from the two of us, until the fire formed a glimmering frame around a square feature opposite the door. 
 
    Mariana and I glanced at each other and edged forwards to examine the item. It was a large stone slab that had been placed vertically, displayed before us like an artist’s canvas. It rose to my height, stretching two yards horizontally to form a roughly square shape, although its rough edges made it look as if it had been chiselled from a much bigger wall somewhere. 
 
    ‘What is this…?’ Mariana asked examining the slab in the firelight. ‘There are markings… And pictures.’ 
 
    Side by side, we cast our eyes over the slab. 
 
    It was like a mural composed by an ancient Egyptian, divided into unequal sections – more like the page of a comic book than anything. 
 
    At the top were three groups of figures organised into equal thirds of a circle. At the lead of each group was a larger figure wielding a sword. 
 
    ‘This is the Great War…’ Mariana said, stretching out a hand and touching the stone with quivering fingers. ‘Three armies. The Ogrog Nation. M’Kalla. And the Rorians.’ 
 
    We looked lower. I felt as if I was looking at something that we weren’t supposed to be seeing. 
 
    The next images were of scattered bodies. Hundreds of them. They were all bathed in a sea of blood, surrounded by arrows and swords, and the occasional burning building. 
 
    ‘The war…’ 
 
    Further down. 
 
    Trees and fields of green grass, and flowers sprouting among them. 
 
    ‘The rebirth of the land. And… What is this?’ 
 
    Mariana had caught sight of it first. It was grey and jagged, out of keeping compared to the style of the rest of the mural, but somehow still integrated into the rest of it. 
 
    My eyes focused, and I struggled to believe what I was seeing for a moment. 
 
    It was a jet. My jet. The one that I had been flying when I had first arrived in Agraria. 
 
    ‘What is this?’ 
 
    I didn’t respond. 
 
    ‘I’m not sure.’ 
 
    We looked to the bottom of the slab. 
 
    A lone man stood by a tree in a field, looking into its reaches. 
 
    He was wearing my flight suit, and he was holding a small metal tool in his hand that looked like… 
 
    It looked like a gun. 
 
    No… It was a gun. 
 
    Because he was me. 
 
    We looked to the base of the slab. It had been cut off from that point on, as if it had been struck by a hammer or a pick axe, but I could see the heads of a multitude of people sticking up, their bodies and whatever else that was stood among them long gone. 
 
    ‘He… He looks like you, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘I think that’s because it is me.’ 
 
    ‘How… How could this be? A thousand years ago she creates something like this… She tells of your coming to Agraria.’ 
 
    ‘She’s an oracle,’ I replied simply. ‘I just… I don’t understand how she could have known about…’ 
 
    ‘You already said it. She’s an oracle. But why would she tell of your coming? Why you?’ 
 
    ‘I have no idea.’ 
 
    ‘And what about this section at the bottom? What part has been cut away?’ 
 
    ‘That’s a damn good question.’ 
 
    The story of my arrival in Agraria had been written a thousand years ago. This long-dead oracle had known about it. She had had a vision, or whatever I was supposed to call it. 
 
    ‘Well…’ Mariana continued. ‘If she felt the need to place her vision down onto rock like this, it must have been important.’ Mariana looked up at me. ‘Now I understand why my father was so desperate to form an alliance with you.’ 
 
    ‘And you?’ I asked. ‘This doesn’t change anything between us, does it?’ 
 
    ‘No… Not yet, anyway. Unless I happen to stumble upon this missing section one day at a market and see it depicting you and your tribe slaughtering mine.’ 
 
    ‘After all the trouble I went through to get you back? Not likely. Come on, let’s get out of here.’ 
 
    Together we began the journey back to the surface, locking doors behind us. 
 
    ‘There’s something I wanted to ask, too,’ I said. ‘If it isn’t too much trouble.’ 
 
    ‘Of course.’ 
 
    ‘As a tribe master we often take more than wife. I have, your father has… Does that mean you’ll be taking more than one husband?’ 
 
    ‘I have not thought about such a thing yet. Maybe the next time we meet you will have your answer.’ 
 
    ‘See, that’s why it would never work between us.’ 
 
    ‘Always the master, never the one who submits, hmm?’ 
 
    ‘You’ve got one thing right about me.’ 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Sixteen 
 
      
 
    With our wagon loaded and our group ready to return home to my tribal land, I met with Artrix one last time by the tree at the centre of the land. 
 
    ‘That is me, isn’t it?’ I asked him. ‘Upon the slab, down in the tomb?’ 
 
    ‘I was not sure upon meeting you, but after the bravery that you have displayed I have little doubt.’ 
 
    ‘And what does it mean?’ 
 
    ‘We cannot be sure, neither you nor I. The final piece of the prophecy is missing. Long have my people searched for it, but to no avail.’ 
 
    ‘And it’s out there somewhere.’ 
 
    ‘In all likelihood. Somebody holds the future upon that removed piece.’ 
 
    ‘But why me?’ 
 
    ‘Because you bear some great significance on the future of this land. What it is I do not know, but that prophecy is one of only a handful left in Agraria made by the Oracle. They are incredibly rare, and it is our duty to protect this one, just as we must try to protect this world.’ 
 
    ‘That might be easier said than done right now,’ I replied. ‘I’m guessing that Mariana may have mentioned what caused the destruction of the wood-elves’ tribal land.’ 
 
    ‘Not the Infernal Fire Explosives that I sent on the journey with you, but a demi-god.’ 
 
    ‘… Right. You know about both of those things?’ 
 
    ‘Firstly, I shall admit that the explosives were my doing. As I have mentioned, I have no interest in what goes on beyond my land’s borders, unless it impedes upon the lives of my people. The wood-elves have committed too many crimes against my people for me to stand by. You told me that you would do anything for your tribe, and I am very much the same. I have no regrets in making that decision.’ 
 
    ‘And I don’t judge you for it. Would you like the bombs back?’ 
 
    ‘No. Keep them.’ 
 
    ‘Are you sure? I know how much they’re worth.’ 
 
    ‘I am very sure. Do what you will with them. Now that the threat of the wood-elves has been vanquished, I have no further desire for destruction.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Zagor?’ 
 
    A sharp gust of wind suddenly rushed by, rustling the blades of grass around our feet viciously. 
 
    ‘Gods are strange things,’ Artrix said. ‘They demand belief without proof of existence. Faith, above all else. But the demi-gods… I have known of their existence for a long time. They command considerable power, and they are very real.’ 
 
    ‘And what about Zagor? What will he do?’ 
 
    ‘Disappear to another cave, and continue to demand sacrifices… I hope. Perhaps he will remain above-land, and make the tribes of Agraria his slaves. I cannot say. We must simply wait and see.’ He paused for a moment. ‘The season is changing,’ Artrix said. ‘Colder weather seems close. We must be prepared. Now, before you depart, I have some further gifts for you.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t need anything from you,’ I said. ‘Your alliance is more than enough. The safety that it brings is very valuable to my tribe.’ 
 
    ‘That is a part of the gift I am giving you.’ 
 
    Artrix offered a hand, which I shook. 
 
    A trading window opened, and he began to place items into it. 
 
    Sun-elf Tribal Flag x20 
 
    ‘Place these at the entrances to your lands,’ he said. ‘It will tell any outsiders that you are in alliance with the sun-elves. We may be a solitary people, but our name is still known and respected. Any confident outsiders shall think twice before attempting to attack your tribe.’ 
 
    ‘That’ll take a weight off my mind,’ I remarked. I pressed the accept button, but Artrix didn’t. ‘Is… Is that everything?’ 
 
    ‘Not quite. Mariana tells me that you have a fondness for magic, no?’ 
 
    I went to respond but hesitated. 
 
    I heard from more than a couple of people that magic was frowned upon by some in Agraria. 
 
    But Artrix knew simply from the look on my face. 
 
    ‘I do, but only for defensive purposes.’ 
 
    ‘It is fine,’ he smiled. ‘I am not the judgmental kind.’ 
 
    He placed two further items into the trade window. 
 
    Power Stone x1 
 
    Spell: Shock 
 
    ‘I hope that this is of some use to you.’ 
 
    ‘I think that it will be,’ I said, trying to quell the excitement in my voice. 
 
    I pressed accept again, and Artrix did the same. 
 
    The trade window vanished, but the handshake continued as we nodded to each other. 
 
    ‘Master Jack.’ 
 
    ‘Master Artrix.’ 
 
    After bidding farewell to the sun-elves, a small escort of guards was tasked to escort us through the forest until we reached Grayholde. From there we scouted the tree line before heading back into the forest, making a straight shot back to our land. 
 
    I commanded the horse and the wagon – a small gift from Artrix on top of the power stone that I had already received – while my wives sat in the back. 
 
    ‘I am very used to travelling in carts,’ Lara said. ‘But considering our newfound wealth there must be a more comfortable way to travel. I feel like a pouch of fish being taken to market.’ 
 
    ‘You’re going to look like one after all of the fish I catch for dinner tonight,’ Elera said. ‘Just wait till I make it back to the river at the cave…’ 
 
    ‘I literally escaped death last night,’ Santana said, snuggling up against a blanket from her inventory, which she was using as a cushion. ‘Right now I am just happy to see the sky again.’ 
 
    ‘Are you feeling okay?’ Lara asked, running a hand through her hair. ‘I know that may be a stupid question considering what you went through.’ 
 
    ‘I am well,’ Santana nodded resiliently. ‘I have told myself that it was just another moment in which I did not die.’ 
 
    ‘That makes you feel better?’ 
 
    ‘It has happened to us all many times before. Bandit attacks, the mother-wolf, enemy tribes… This only seems scarier because of how large it was. But death can happen at any time.’ 
 
    ‘My…’ Lara smiled at her. ‘You are a stronger woman than I.’ 
 
    ‘I don’t know about that,’ she smiled.  
 
    I smiled back over my shoulder from the front seat, whipping the reigns on the horse lightly to prompt them on towards the forest. 
 
    ‘You have been quiet, husband,’ Elera said, leaning over to the front seat and running a blue hand over my leg. ‘Is everything well with you?’ 
 
    She was right, I had been quiet. I had tried to join in on the conversation, to celebrate our latest success of forming an alliance with a nearby tribe and ensuring our safety, but all I could think about was what I had seen by Mariana’s side. 
 
    ‘There’s something I need to tell you,’ I said, looking at the girls, then at the surrounding area to ensure that we weren’t being watched. 
 
    The moment we were clear into the forest, I told the girls everything that I had seen in the underground vault. 
 
    ‘You, husband?’ Elera said, crawling through from the back of the wagon to the front seat and gaping at me with her bright eyes. ‘You?’ 
 
    ‘You were featured in a prophecy created by the Oracle?’ Lara asked. ‘Are you sure?’ 
 
    ‘Yeah, I’m sure,’ I laughed. ‘And way to make me feel unworthy… Not that I’m not enjoying all this attention, that is.’ 
 
    Lara was sat just behind me by Santana, who had promptly woken from her dozing against her blanket. 
 
    ‘This is very strange,’ Lara said. 
 
    ‘What I find strange is how you’ve all heard of this Oracle-person. I didn’t know she was that big of a deal.’ 
 
    ‘She is a very big deal,’ Elera said, looking to Lara and Santana. ‘Is she not?’ 
 
    ‘She is,’ Santana confirmed. ‘I spent most of my life on a farm, and even I know who she is.’ 
 
    ‘You had books to read from,’ my nymph replied. ‘I grew up in a forest. My companions used to tell tales of her all the time. They were my favourite…’ 
 
    ‘How come?’ I asked. 
 
    ‘Because she commanded the ears of all, especially men. As a nymph such stories were of particular interest to me. That was our job. She was respected and feared; all beings came to seek answers from her about the future, but tribe masters sought her council most of all.’ 
 
    ‘Why’s that?’ 
 
    ‘Isn’t it obvious?’ Lara said. ‘They all wished to know the futures of their tribes. They wanted to see what their work would become. And they wanted to know of their enemies’ next moves.’ 
 
    ‘Anything to get an edge on the competition,’ I sighed. ‘I’ll bet she got pretty rich, huh? With that many wealthy, powerful people looking for her, she could probably charge whatever amount of gold she wanted.’ 
 
    ‘That is what the books say,’ Santana added, as we all looked to her for advice like she was an oracle herself and listened intently. ‘She was handed gold and jewels and riches of all kinds by all who came to see her – enough that she had guards surrounding her and a peaceful life. 
 
    ‘Then, one day, the most powerful tribe master in the land took an audience with her. He offered her a palace, chambers filled with gold, and servants to cater to her every need. In return he asked that she become the teller of the future for him and him alone. The Oracle accepted the offer, and for years she served him, advising and guiding him. 
 
    ‘But as the tribe master became more and more dependent on the Oracle, so did his ambition begin to wane. He would spend days, sometimes weeks, listening to her tell details of what was to come. He became paranoid, withdrawn, until eventually his fear of the future consumed him completely. 
 
    ‘Driven mad by the prospect of every new moment, the Oracle told him his final prophecy; that he would douse himself in brandy and wine, and light a flame over his head. And as the prophecy was so told, so did the tribe master do as she said.’ 
 
    We were all captivated by the story, sitting in silence as Santana finished. 
 
    ‘Has anybody ever told you that you should take a job as a bard?’ 
 
    ‘I cannot sing,’ Santana laughed. 
 
    ‘But you can tell a story,’ Lara said. ‘You should have heard some of the taurem shit that came out of the mouths of some of the bards I heard at Ichabod’s Cove.’ 
 
    ‘They could not sing?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, they could sing beautifully, it was just the same three stories about dragons, beautiful maidens and brave warriors. It’s not just about singing. You have to be able to tell a story, too.’ 
 
    ‘I do not think a bard would be a suitable career choice for me,’ Santana smiled. ‘It might be a morale-builder for us to welcome one into the tribe, though. What do you think, Jack?’ 
 
    ‘A bard?’ I exclaimed. ‘Like a musician?’ 
 
    ‘Oh, yes!’ Elera said excitedly from my side. ‘I love music. We used to make our own in the forests.’ 
 
    ‘The only image I have in my head is some guy following me around with a lute playing songs.’ 
 
    ‘That is essentially what a bard is,’ Lara said. ‘It would be a nice form of entertainment during our quieter days upon the land, and with Tormus and Eri soon to become parents, having an entertainer around wouldn’t be the worst idea.’ 
 
    ‘That’s true,’ I remarked. ‘Maybe it’s something we can look into, if we happen to run into one. I’ll bet that’s a going to be pretty tough to do, though, right?’ 
 
    ‘Why is that?’ 
 
    ‘Because in this world you have to do everything you can to survive. Most of my time is dedicated to making sure that we’re safe. I can’t imagine many people having enough time to learn to play the lute, much less to play it well.’ 
 
    ‘You are not afraid of making too much noise, are you, master?’ Elera asked. 
 
    ‘Oh, no,’ I replied firmly. ‘From now on, noise is the last thing I’m worried about. People have stumbled on us, and in return we destroyed an entire tribe. Let them come.’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Husband!’ 
 
    I wrapped my arms around Ariadne as she practically jumped on me, wrapping her legs around me and showering me with kisses in the process. 
 
    I almost fell on my ass but felt the relief of her weight a moment later when she hurried to the rest of my wives, Santana in particular, and pulled them close. 
 
    We were back at the tree, stretching our legs in the early evening after the journey home. 
 
    ‘I suppose that you missed us?’ Elera said. 
 
    ‘I am so glad to see that you are all alive,’ she said, beaming at us all. ‘Everything has been running well here. We have had no troubles.’ 
 
    ‘I’m glad to hear it,’ I replied. 
 
    ‘Well,’ Ariadne continued, ‘I would have been lost without Alorion.’ 
 
    ‘I appreciate the kind words,’ my imp said, approaching us. ‘I had to rearrange the lookout schedule in your absence, Jack, but other than that the crops are moving along beautifully.’ 
 
    ‘Great,’ I said, looking about at my land. ‘Everything’s just great...’ 
 
    I gave my wives a little time to relax after what they had endured and set off on my rounds with Alorion at my side, getting back to normality after the insanity that had flowed relentlessly over the last few days. Everything was well – the land was quiet, crops were growing, our horses grazed, Morok had refrained from causing trouble in his shack, and thanks to the funds from the bluestone trade the place was starting to feel a lot more like a home to my people.  
 
    By the time I had spoken to everyone and returned to my treehouse, I realized just how hungry I was. 
 
    Thankfully we had plenty of taurem meat and fish available. 
 
    Half an hour later, after my wives had had a little time to relax, the smell of frying taurem meat and fish had filled the land. It was mixed with a decadent combination of spices, with tomatoes and carrots frying on the side. 
 
    It was a hell of a sight to behold, seeing my four beautiful wives as they tended to the food, but while it cooked I had a little time to take care of something else. 
 
    ‘What is that?’ Alorion asked, nodding to the bundle in my hands as we crossed to his lookout post at the north of your land. ‘A decoration for my home?’  
 
    ‘Not exactly,’ I replied, unfolding one of the sun-elf flags as we headed up the steps to the platform. 
 
    ‘Wait,’ he said, as I examined the gleaming orange sun threaded into the large, robust sheet of fabric. ‘Is that a tribal flag?’ 
 
    ‘Yep.’ 
 
    ‘It seems that you have a lot to tell me.’ 
 
    ‘Another time,’ I said. ‘All you have to know right now is that we have strong friends, and one less enemy tribe to deal with.’ 
 
    ‘Very good. As a sign of unity I would suggest that we place our own flag side by side with that of the sun-elves. It emphasises that we are allied and well-defended to any would-be attackers.’ 
 
    ‘That sounds like a damn good idea to me. Only problem is we don’t have a flag of our own yet.’ 
 
    ‘Master Marlo had one prior to your arrival, but it lacked creativity. I suggest that we design our own.’ 
 
    ‘Great. Once we’ve figured that out we can have copies of both made by a tailor and display them at all of our territories. Defenses are fine, and I plan to keep building them, but demonstrating our strength with symbols is another level of protection entirely.’ 
 
    ‘I couldn’t agree more,’ Alorion smiled, looking out at the path into the forest. ‘So, are defenses the only thing on your mind?’ 
 
    ‘After what I’ve seen over the last few days, yes. But beyond that, it’s time to start building. The gold supplies from the bluestone trade have bought us financial safety and a better quality of life, but they won’t last forever. We need to start building up our trading routes between our territory, building livestock and crop routes, and start a proper mining system at the new land.’ 
 
    ‘We’ll need more people for such an operation,’ Alorion replied. ‘Aden and Oden are strong, but if we plan to move large quantities of goods we will certainly need to build our numbers.’ 
 
    ‘That’s something I’ve been thinking about,’ I said. ‘What you said before… The only way to build a tribe is to take over another tribe, use slaves, or free those that are enslaved. Taking over another tribe sounds easier said than done. We can’t buy allegiance, all we can do is form alliances. Slaves are completely out of the question. So…’ 
 
    ‘That leaves option number three.’ 
 
    ‘Yep. How do you feel about getting out there and freeing some slaves?’ 
 
    ‘I think that sounds like an excellent idea.’ 
 
    We shared a smile. 
 
    ‘It is good to have you back, Jack.’ 
 
    ‘It’s good to be back, Alorion. Now let’s eat.’ 
 
    We descended the lookout post and set off across the land in the sunset. I watched the steam and smoke ascend from the cooking area beneath the tree while the rest of the tribe headed to the centre of the land, safe and sound at the close of another adventure. 
 
      
 
      
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    Chapter Seventeen 
 
      
 
    ‘Why is it that I was not gifted such a beautiful gown?’ Ariadne asked, spinning around in the green silk gown that she had borrowed from Elera.  
 
    ‘You can have that one if you would like,’ Elera said, sipping from a glass of whiskey as she stretched out in the bath. ‘You know that I hate wearing clothes. Mmm… I must say that this whiskey is growing upon me.’ 
 
    ‘Green goes with the orange of the fur on your ears, too,’ Lara said from the rug by the bed. ‘It is a win-win.’ 
 
    Dinner and relaxing with the tribe had ended an hour ago, and now were relaxing in the low light of the treehouse at the end of our latest adventure. 
 
    ‘How are your injuries, Jack?’ Elera asked from the bathtub. ‘I can clean them for you if you would like?’ 
 
    ‘They did a pretty good job back at their land,’ I replied from the bed, sipping a cup of whiskey. 
 
    ‘That is not the only treatment that you need, though, master,’ Ariadne said, heading over to me as played with her silken gown. 
 
    ‘You’ve gotten a little feistier since we parted at the sun-elf land, haven’t you?’ I said to Ariadne as she stood at the end of the bed with her hands on her hips, looking down on me. 
 
    ‘Can you blame me? I am a fox-girl.’ 
 
    ‘Exactly. You’re supposed to be loyal, aren’t you?’ I said teasingly. 
 
    ‘Only when I have been tamed,’ she chimed, undoing her robe and pushing it from her shoulders to reveal her toned, naked body. ‘And I haven’t been tamed for days.’ 
 
    ‘I’m sure I can do something about that.’ 
 
    ‘Can you? What with so many wounds…’ 
 
    ‘Believe me, I can handle it,’ I remarked. ‘But not here.’ 
 
    ‘Not here?’ She replied in confusion. ‘Then where?’ 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    ‘Oh, gods... Harder...!’ 
 
    Elera moved her hips faster against my dick, taking all of my length as she sank her nails into my chest. Her blue lips fell open in a repressed moan until she screamed out, but somehow she kept going. 
 
    The hidden cave where the underground river spilled out of was a small paradise, not just because of its seclusion but because my wives and I could make as much noise as we wanted there without being overheard. 
 
    Now I was on my back in the sandy embankment by the mouth of the cave with Elera fucking my brains out as she rode my cock. 
 
    ‘Just relax, master...’ 
 
    The sight of my nymph’s tight blue body riding me had completely distracted me from anything going on in my peripheral vision - including Ariadne, who had moved to stand atop me as I laid back on the sand. 
 
    She sank down, lowering the teasing wetness between her legs onto my face. 
 
    She let out a low moan as I tongued her, but I didn’t feel her hands on me. Instead they ran up to Elera’s hips, moving her back and forth on my cock, grinding her harder against me. 
 
    I groaned with pleasure as Elera’s pussy pleasured me, kicking back for a few seconds and enjoying their bodies as they rode my face and my dick at the same time. 
 
    Could it get any better than this? 
 
    After a few minutes Ariadne and Elera removed themselves from me. I opened my eyes and looked down to see them crouching either side of my legs. They brought their lips either side of my shaft and cleaned me down, their hot tongues pressing against me harder and harder. 
 
    ‘Are you trying to finish me this fast?’ I breathed, propping myself up on my elbows and watching them. 
 
    ‘That is the idea,’ Ariadne smiled. 
 
    ‘If that is your intention then please remember to share.’ 
 
    I looked to the pool at my right where the voice had come from. Lara had spoken, but both she and Santana were standing in the water, enjoying an early-morning bath. 
 
    Lara crossed to me as Ariadne and Elera pulled away. She snuggled in between them, looking as if she was going to join in – if all three of them could fit around me. 
 
    Instead she fell back clumsily between them, releasing a rare giggle, the kind that hardly ever escaped her lips. 
 
    I had no doubt that it was down to the whiskey. 
 
    ‘Mm…’ She moaned, ‘I think this would work much better.’ 
 
    Elera might have been insatiable since I had met her, but Lara was almost deviant in the way she behaved. She liked it rough, and she made more than enough points of making it known. 
 
    She had also been with women in the past, something she had been open about, and her eyes lit up at the sight of Ariadne and Elera lying down either side of her as I moved between her legs, pressing my cock to her wet lips and pushing into her. 
 
    The freshwater from the stream had left her skin wet, the sand from the bank pressing to her body as she rested against it, but it had made the spot between her legs even tighter, as water often did. 
 
    I groaned out as I entered her, letting my head fall back as I indulged in the hot tightness between her legs. For Lara, though, that wasn’t enough. I ran my nails up her arms lightly before wrapping my hands around hers and pressing them tightly into the sand. 
 
    With her body beneath me, I took her hard and roughly as her mouth fell open with devilish glee. 
 
    To our side, Elera ran her hand down between Lara’s legs and touched the sensitivity just above where my cock was plunging into her again and again. 
 
    I shook my head into the moment, trying to last a little longer. My eyes diverted to Santana, who was still in the water, watching us intently as her she ran her hands over her body and touched herself between her legs at the sight of me taking Lara. 
 
    Drenched in sweat and ecstasy, I couldn’t hold on any longer. 
 
    It wasn’t just the sensation of Lara’s tightness, it was the sight of it all too. My wives were all pleasuring each other relentlessly, and before I knew it I couldn’t hold it back any longer. 
 
    ‘Oh, fuck…’ 
 
    I filled Lara up and came deep inside of her, plunging myself into her pussy and groaning out. 
 
    No less than a moment later the five of us collapsed into a heap on the sandy bank of the cave. Here, in the private hideaway of the cave just a few hundred yards from my land, we were peaceful, safe and secluded. 
 
    After sleepless nights and the horror we had all endured, now was a time to rest. We drifted in and out of slumber together before returning to the treehouse and curling up together under the sheets. 
 
    Peace was a tough thing to come by, especially in a place like Agraria, but it was all worth it. 
 
      
 
    *** 
 
      
 
    The next morning I awoke to a slamming fist at the door. 
 
    ‘Jack? Jack, wake up!’ 
 
    I pulled on my pants and grabbed my sheathed sword from the next to the bed, then hurried to the door. 
 
    Pulling it open, I found myself looking down at Alorion. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    ‘We have a visitor.’ 
 
    ‘Where?’ 
 
    ‘The northern gate. Sun-elves.’ 
 
    I had been pulled from my deep sleep and my adrenaline was already pumping, but now that I knew it was the sun-elves I could calm myself a little. 
 
    With my imp at my side, I headed to the gate, unlocked it and wrenched both sides open. 
 
    Three sun-elves, seated atop the same slim purple hippos that I had seen during our first meeting, stood before me. 
 
    I recognised none of them, but based on their previous formation I could guess that the one in the centre was the lead 
 
    ‘Master Artrix?’ He started. 
 
    ‘That’s me,’ I replied. 
 
    The sun-elf, clad in his armor, dismounted his steed and stepped up to me. He held out a hand to shake, which I took. 
 
    A trading window appeared before me. 
 
    ‘Another gift from Master Artrix, and his daughter, as a thank you in return for your heroism.’ 
 
    I hit accept on the item and the sun-elf nodded at me. He returned to his steed and departed with the two other guards, moving north in the direction of the trading post. 
 
    ‘A gift?’ Alorion repeated as we watched them disappear down the road. ‘What did he give you?’ 
 
    I retrieved the item from my inventory, having not had time to look at it yet. 
 
    The Bastion – Deed of Ownership 
 
    ‘No way…’ I smiled. 
 
    ‘What is it?’ 
 
    I unrolled the piece of parchment and read through it quickly. 
 
    ‘They just gifted us a ship.’ 
 
    ‘What a generous present. What will we do with it?’ 
 
    ‘Start our expansions,’ I said. ‘It’s time to make this tribe thrive.’ 
 
    


 
   
  
 



 
 
    TRIBE MASTER WILL CONTINUE IN BOOK 4 
 
    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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