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Prologue


The pod doors opened and Jack stumbled head first into the meadow. Springy clover and dewy grass broke his fall. 
Dazzling hurricanes of constellations colored the night sky.
A towering figure broke from the treeline. Unconscious, Jack did not see its rough bark skin nor its cruel beak. It crossed the meadow, the thick vegetation quieting its footfalls. 
Tentacles crawled wormlike across its back and hovered above Jack.
A bowstring snapped, and an arrow sprouted from the creature’s forehead. A staccato rhythm built as more arrows blossomed across its body.
It bleated and beat the air with its tentacles, a futile gesture.
The crestine sank to the meadow floor. Its limbs contracted, and it became small in death.
Three women crossed the meadow. They stopped beside the dead monster.
“We’ll send a party out tomorrow to salvage what we can,” Christine said.
Julie nudged the fallen figure with the tip of her sandal. “I found its prey.”
“A man?” Christine said.
“Looks like it. What’s this?” Julie turned and laid her hand against the side of the pod.
“Don’t touch that! You don’t know what foul magic is at play here.”
The pod quivered and shook. A sudden warmth emanated from its side, burning Julie’s hand. She pulled it back with a yelp. The pod glowed like the inside of a forge, and then it was nothing more than slag on the ground.
Julie’s hand shot to her mouth. Christine made a warding mark and muttered a curse.
“Evil magic indeed,” she said, flashing the capsule a final, dark glance before turning back to the man.
Lauren had already moved on. Stifling a sigh with the back of her hand, she strode over to him, hooked her arms beneath his, and hefted him up.
Christine scowled. “He’s not our responsibility.”
“So what? You’d just let him die out here,” Julie said.
“What if he’s a thief or a rogue? Any reputable man has long since been drafted.”
“And if he isn’t?” 
Lauren did not speak. She did not look at the two arguing women. Walking backwards, she started off for home. 
The man’s feet dragged in the grass. He did not wake.
Christine glared at Lauren, but did not rebuke her. She knew that once Lauren got something into her mind, there’d be no dissuading her. The huntress stalked off.
Julie pinched the bridge of her nose between her thumb and pointer finger. “Some night, huh?”
Lauren did not reply.
“Let me help you with that.” Julie leaned down and grabbed the man’s feet. She lifted them to her waist and grunted. “By the last days, but he’s heavy.”
Lauren continued to walk backwards at a steady pace. 
The two women retreated into the night. Julie’s words occasionally punctuated the silence, though none of her overtures were reciprocated.
That was okay. She didn’t expect Lauren to reply.
When they returned to the village, they made up a bed for the man in a corner of their hut.
As Julie tucked him in, she lingered on his face. It was finely featured, a marble sculptor could not have done a better job. She slid two fingers to the juncture where his throat and chin met.
The steady beat of his heart pulsed reassuringly against her skin.
“What are your secrets,” she whispered.
On impulse, she leaned over and kissed his forehead. Straightening, she spotted Lauren standing in the doorway. A faint blush crossed her cheeks.
“Time for bed.”
Lauren nodded and left with Julie. 




Chapter 1


Jack rubbed his forehead and squinted against the sunlight. He sat up and winced. It felt like his head was being split in two by a hatchet. 
Closing his eyes, he visualized a black space and counted back from ten. The pain subsided to a dull throb, uncomfortable but hardly debilitating. He opened his eyes again.
A scratchy, brown blanket lay stretched out across his lap. He was naked beneath it, which felt all sorts of wrong.
He stood up quickly looking around the small room. Beside the bed was a small table and next to that was a stiff wooden chair. A homespun tunic and breeches sat neatly folded on the chair. A pair of underwear was tucked away discreetly below.
He dressed hesitantly in the clothes provided, although they felt as scratchy as the rough spun wool blanket. A wooden platter sat on the bedside table with half a loaf of brown bread  positioned beside a small pile of salt.
He picked it up and nearly chipped a tooth on his first bite. Frowning, he poured a mug full of water from the clay pitcher and soaked the bread in that before dabbing it on the salt pile.
Jack nibbled on the softened loaf and grimaced. He set it down and left the room. The house was small with a hard-packed dirt floor and adobe walls. Something scurried in the thatched roof.
Someone had left a pair of leather boots by the doorway. Two woolen socks were rolled up inside.
Jack put them on. They fit well enough, though they were obviously worn. The big toe on his right foot rubbed uncomfortably against the edge of the boot. If this kept up, he’d have a blister soon enough.
When he got the chance, he’d have to do something about that.
As he stepped outside, a dog whipped past his feet with a group of children hot on his tail. Their happy cries echoed off the twin rows of cottages that lined the street.
The buildings may have been small and in various stages of disrepair, but the road was clean and well-kept.
The soft lilt of a stringed instrument floated through the wind. Jack followed the sound towards its source. Stepping between two houses, he exited onto a thin strip of grass. It fell away several feet onto a broad field where laborers bent over furrowed dirt rows. A woman sat cross-legged atop a tall wooden chair. Her long blonde hair swept back from her brow. In her arms, she held a lute.
Jack stopped, entranced both by the music and by the player’s beauty. She played with her eyes closed. A simple white sleeveless tunic covered her.
The woman opened her eyes. Glacial blue irises met Jack’s gaze. 
Jack was yanked from his trance by a woman dressed in rough leathers. He took several stumbling steps back, and twisted around.
“What are you doing?” he said.
Scowling, she twisted her hands in a series of bizarre gestures while she blathered on in a language Jack did not speak. Nonetheless, her meaning was clear. For some reason or another, she was not happy with Jack.
“Stop! I don’t understand you,” he said.
This only incensed her further, and the blathering reached such a fever pitch that Jack was on the verge of walking away, if only to quell the reemerging headache, when the ground shook.
Shock turned to anger, though Jack thought he could detect a hint of resignation in her face. Grabbing him roughly by the shoulders, she shoved him towards the nearest house. Pointing at its outer wall, she shouted.
The words were indecipherable, but the meaning was clear enough.
Rolling his shoulders, and more than a little miffed, he strode around to the front of the house, and stopped.
A group of men on oversized boars barreled down the road towards the village. Jack’s hands became cold. Biting back a curse, he rushed inside. It was not the hut he’d woken up in, though the interior was nearly identical.
The front door did not have a lock. Grabbing hold of the kitchen table, he dragged it in front of the door and searched for a weapon. An old broom sat propped up in one corner. Its handle looked liable to crack at the first sign of trouble.
Ignoring it, he took an iron knife from the kitchen. Its dull surface lent him scant assurance.
The boar riders careened into town with a chorus of whoops and hollers. Jack watched them from behind a ratty window curtain. Though his memory was muted, his instincts were razor sharp.
Jack’s chest tightened as a man on a shaggy haired boar clopped slowly down the road. He could sense that this rider was different from the others. He had the air of a warrior king about him, a man not to be trifled with.
The woman in leathers ran to meet him. Her expression was pained, and she gesticulated wildly.
The man slid off the side of the boar, and advanced on her. Without breaking stride, he pulled his hand back and brought it down hard against the woman’s cheek. She collapsed into a crumpled heap at his feet.
By some strange alchemy, the fear Jack had so recently felt transmuted to a white hot rage. In a flash, he pulled the table back from the door and sprinted out into the street. Raising his knife high, he slashed down savagely at the warrior.
The warrior must have sensed something because his eyes widened, and he jerked his forearm up sharply. The knife slashed through his leather jerkin, sinking through several inches of flesh before bouncing sharply off bone. The man howled in rage, and fell back against his boar.
Jack pulled the knife free and dove in for another strike. Leaning back against the boar, the man angled his lower body up and launched a savage kick that caught Jack on the thigh.
His attack disrupted, Jack stumbled back into a solid wall of muscle. A meaty forearm drew across his neck. Struggling, Jack slammed his knife back. It met fleshy resistance. 
The man yowled, and loosened his grip.
Jack slipped free, but the knife was caught fast in the second attacker. Something wet and rough slammed against Jack’s backside, sending him shooting forward.
He broke the fall with his hands, and lost half the skin from his palms in the process. Smarting from the drop, he sprung to his feet, and spun around. 
A mustachioed barbarian leered from the back of a rusty red boar. Jack gritted his teeth. Ignoring the pain, he balled his fists.
Throbbing agony exploded across the back of his head, and he dropped to his knees. He raised his head, and a second burst of pain drove him to the ground.
Stars spread across his field of vision. A great queasiness spread through his belly. Curling into a fetal position, he vomited onto the roadside.
Masculine voices spoke in more of that dull, barbarian tongue. Jack tried to move, and again he vomited profusely across the ground.
Someone grabbed him roughly beneath his shoulders and dragged him onto a wooden platform. A crying woman’s voice entered the babble, and then there was much yelling and confusion.
His vision cleared in time for him to watch two hard-looking men force the woman in leather into the cage beside him. She was crying, but unharmed. Jack wanted to comfort her, but the pain wouldn’t allow for anything more than laying in a prone position.
More women filled the cage. They also cried, and beat against the bars. 
Jack wished they would stop making so much noise. His brain already felt as if it would split any second.
The creak of wheels against hard-packed dirt started up. Jack convulsed again, but he could only dry heave this time. There was nothing left for him to vomit up.
The town slowly disappeared. The carriage  a heavily wooded area, and the shade gave some small relief from the throbbing in his head.
A soft hand hovered against the side of his neck. There was an apprehensiveness to the movement.Through sheer force of will, Jack leaned onto his side and looked up at the woman in leathers.
Beneath the thin layer of dirt that covered her face, she might properly be called beautiful. Jack coughed, and a harsh, metallic liquid filled his mouth. 
Raising her wrist to her mouth, she tore off a ragged portion of her sleeve with her teeth. Running one hand lightly through his hair, she turned his head to the side.
A wheezing cough wracked Jack’s chest. He spat out a mouthful of blood through the bars. Pursing her lips, the girl cleaned his cheeks with the rag.
She said more words in that unintelligible tongue, while her hand swept through Jack’s hair. Soon the rocking of the carriage combined with her patterned touch and Jack fell into a dreamless sleep.




Chapter 2


Jack jerked into a sitting position. A dull ache emanated from the back of his skull. He brushed his fingers against the tender spot, and was surprised to find himself shaved bald. 
Not only that, but someone had taken it upon themselves to dress him in a ratty brown robe. His tunic and breeches were gone. Memories floated into his head. 
Waking up in the hut, the woman in leathers, the boars, and their barbarian riders. The cage. The woman.
“You took quite a bump there.” 
A wrinkled old man sat in a straight-backed wooden chair opposite him. 
The unfamiliar voices.
“I can understand you,” Jack said. 
“From here on out you won’t have any difficulties understanding anyone,” the old man said. 
“You speak my language? You are of my people?” 
“You are quite the specimen.”
“That doesn’t answer my question.”
The old man twisted his face into something that wasn’t quite a grimace, and spoke: “The orb realigned your mind.” 
He gestured to a milky white crystal that sat on the table beside him. Then he leaned closer and lowered his voice to  whisper. “That orb is familiar with one hundred and forty-seven languages from every corner of Zhila. Not once has it met with anything even remotely similar to the monkey babble that filled your mind. And something else-.”
He cut off as the door creaked open. A gray-haired woman stuck her head inside. “Are you done yet?”
“Knock! Woman, knock! Have you no manners?”
She stifled a yawn with the back of her hand. “Cap’n says the new prisoner’s to be taken to holding if you’re done.”
“Yes, fine. Take him, take him,” the man said, waving his hand in an annoyed gesture towards her.
Jack rolled his shoulders, and pondered the implications of this newest wrinkle.
“What are you waiting for?” the old man said.




Chapter 3


Jack slipped silently down from the couch and crossed the room. Along the way, he wrinkled his nose and forced back a sneeze. 
When was the last time anyone tidied up in here?
Cobwebs crowded the corners. Heavy mahogany bookcases occupied three of the walls. The book spines were brittle and cracked. Most were covered in a layer of dust thick enough to obscure the titles underneath.
The woman cracked the door a little wider and Jack passed through. As he did, his shoulder grazed against her chest, sending a little tingle up his arm. 
There was something heavy beneath her cream colored tunic. Armor of some kind, if he had to guess. A long dagger was belted at her waist, and she held herself with a fighter’s poise.
If the woman felt anything, she gave no sign of it. Despite her steely grey hair, she appeared to be no older than her mid-twenties. Her sharp nose and pert chin gave her a pixie-like appearance.
She led Jack down a stone lined hallway. Narrow windows that were little more than arrow loopholes let in thin streams of light. Torches in iron sconces were scattered at irregular intervals.
“Opening match is tomorrow at first light. I’ll be waking you a few hours early with some slop. My advice, empty your bowels before you step in the arena, or you’ll make a mess in your pants,” she said.
“Oh,” Jack said in an effort to be polite. 
“Last guy didn’t last more than half a turn. You, I got a good feeling about. Bet my week’s wages you’d survive the full turn,” she said.
“What happens after a full turn,” Jack said.
“I imagine he’ll eat you. ‘Course if the fucker’s horny, he might try to mate with you. Wouldn’t be the first time.” She shrugged as if the two were discussing the weather.
Jack had had enough. Slowing so that she got a half step ahead of him, he pulled back his leg and kicked at her ankle with all of his might.
The blow never landed. 
The guard jumped and twisted in mid-air. A broad smile covered her face as she turned and unleashed a devastating flying kick that landed dead center in Jack’s chest. He shot backwards across the hall and landed in a crumpled heap. Fighting through the wheezing coughs that wracked his chest, Jack shot to his feet. 
The smile tugged down. “That usually that gets them. Heh, no matter then.”
Pumping her arms at her sides, she charged toward Jack. Instinct took over as Jack sidestepped her while simultaneously grabbing her forearm with one hand. He wheeled her around, and tripped her, sending her sprawling.
Planting himself on top of her back, he slid his forearm around her neck while he used his other hand to unsheathe the dagger. 
A harsh voice rang off the stone walls.
“Drop that weapon immediately.” 




Chapter 4


Jack raised his head and was confronted by three heavily armed and armored men. He sprang to his feet and took several hopping steps back from the woman.  
“Ugh, I had him, guys. Honest,” she said, hefting herself up.
The men didn’t respond, nor did they offer to help. Jack weighed his options. The lead guardsmen stepped forward, shoving the woman to the side.
Jack turned and ran- right into the chest of a steel clad knight. Bouncing off the mountain of a man’s chest, he fell backwards onto his ass. That was all the encouragement the guards needed.
Four very large and very pissed off men jumped on him. Jack struggled mightily against the foes, but in the end it simply was no contest. Trussed up with his wrists bound behind his back, the guards manhandled him down the hallway and into the dungeons below. 
Together, the four bodily threw Jack head first into a grimy cell where a scattering of dirty hay broke his fall.
“See you in the pits,” the lead guard said.
The cell door clanked behind him. A few minutes later, the rasp of tin on stone echoed up through the bars. Jack raised his head and turned around. Someone had left a pitcher of water and a heel of bread on the ground just inside of his cell. 
He rubbed the back of his head with his hand and wandered over to the food. The heel was musty and hard. He lifted the pitcher of water to his lips and crinkled his nose. 
He set the food and water down and returned to the pile of straw. Again instinct took hold as he folded his legs into a lotus position and closed his eyes.
A voice that was not his own entered his head.
Advanced Ops: Activated
Meditation mode: Engaged
A faint clicking sound like that of many insects moving in unison filled his mind with an unrelenting chatter. He squeezed his eyes tighter. A confusion of thoughts melted away. 
His body stilled and time lost meaning. He felt strong.
“That was quite the show you put on out there.”
Jack opened his eyes. The grey haired guard stood outside his cell.
“I am Alina, of the clan Kar-se.”
Jack stared at her. She did not move nor did she say more. After an interval had passed, Jack spoke: “I am Jack. I do not know my clan name.”
Alina snorted softly. “You probably don’t have one. Most barbarians don’t.”
“One of the guards who put me in here mentioned the pits,” Jack said.
“Yes? Do you want to know what the odds are in your favor?”
“I want to know what the pits are.”
Alina regarded him with a curious stare.
“After our little scuffle in the hallway, I went back and had a chat with Omius, the man you spoke to when you woke up. He told me about the strange language embedded in your brain. And something else. A presence.” She pursed her lips. “I was under the impression you may be from the frontier. Still, I should think even there knowledge of the pits is widespread.”
“I do not come from the frontier.”
“Where do you hail from?”
Jack lightly ran his tongue over his lips and looked at the wall. “I don’t know.”
Alina scrunched her eyebrows together. “You do not have a name for your place or people? I knew the barbarian races lacked sophistication, but I hadn’t suspected that even they were so far behind.”
“No, that’s not it. I don’t know, I don’t remember. Or I do.” He ground his molars in frustration. “It comes in waves. Fragments. Bits of memories riding on a stream of emotions.”
Alina cocked her head. “You speak strangely.”
Jack shrugged and turned away. He had nothing more to say to her.
“You know, I shouldn’t believe you. But, for some reason I do,” she said. 
Jack was silent. He wanted to meditate, yet could not with the chattering woman outside his cell.
“Tomorrow, you’ll face off against a Pulhart.”
“What is that?” Jack said. “The word does not translate.”
“You weren’t kidding when you said you don’t know stuff. Geez, Pulharts are one of the more common of the fell races. Picture a lizard the size of a horse.”
Jack nodded. “I know what those are.”
She brightened. “Excellent. Now give it a snake-like neck and three heads, tearing claws, and a nasty disposition.”
“And I’m to fight that.” 
“You’ll have three rounds, each three minutes a piece. In the unlikely event that you survive all three rounds, you’ll be returned to your cell.”
“And my reward for defeating this monster?”
Her hard features softened with surprise. She burst out laughing.
Jack frowned. “I fail to see what’s so funny.”
Alina held up a finger while deep belly laughs doubled up her body. Jack’s frown deepened. He was on the verge of returning to his meditative state when the torrent of laughter lessened to a trickle.
“What’s so funny?” Jack said.
“I said nothing about defeating the Pulhart.” She wiped a tear from her eye. “I merely said if you managed to survive.”
Jack’s lips drew down into a tight line. “Fine, then what is my reward if I survive?”
“You live to fight again.”
“That’s a shitty reward.”
She shrugged.
“And have you come here to gloat that I will soon be dead? Is this your revenge for our fight in the hallway?” Jack said, feeling increasingly testy.
“Far from it. You have spunk. I like that. I can’t tell you the last time a prisoner tried to escape. Usually it’s begging and pleading, ugh. Those little bitches get on my nerves.”
“You’re not a kind person.”
“I never claimed to be. Here’s the deal champ, betting odds on you aren’t great. Don’t take it personally. Statistical analysis shows 70% of first timers get eaten in the first minute, 85% in the first ninety seconds.”
“Sounds rough.”
“It is. Most folks don’t bother to bet on new faces, myself included. Now, once you get to the veteran league, things get interesting. However, our little kerfuffle in the hallway got me thinking you might have a chance.”
“And you came down here to tell me that?”
“I came down here to give you this.” She slid something through the bars.
Jack stood up and walked over.
“Careful now, hold it by the straps,” Alina said.
Jack leaned over and picked it up. The device was little more than a web of slender leather cords. A wooden box no longer than his pointer finger hung from the webbing. Protruding from one side was a small metal button.
“The straps fit over your forearm. The end of the box facing away from the button fits beneath your wrist. Do not press the button until you get into the arena.”
“What happens if I press the button?”
“It’s spring loaded with a poisoned dart. Aim for center mass. It’ll slow down the Pulhart enough to give you an advantage. Keep in mind, I don’t do this often. Scratch that, I’ve never done this before. If anyone discovers you have it, you’ll be executed on the spot.”
“And if I tell the other guards you gave it to me?”
“I’ll deny it up and down. But, even if it was proven beyond a shadow of a doubt that I was responsible, I’d be looking at a small fine and a week long suspension at worst.”
Jack slipped the device off of his forearm and hid it beneath a straw mound.
He looked up and met her questioning stare.
“I’ll put it on later. I’d rather not discharge the dart by accident.”
“Fair enough.” Her eyes narrowed. “Just make sure you don’t leave it behind. I’m not about to lose a week’s pay over you.”
“Will I be equipped with other weaponry?”
“Before you’re taken into the pit, you’ll be presented with a choice of weapons and armor. Since you’re new, you won’t have access to the best stuff. My advice, go for something with reach. As for armor, chainmail will suit you just fine. Strong enough to block a Pulhart’s claws without hindering your flexibility.”
“Thank you for the help.”
“Don’t think for a minute that this has anything to do with you. I need that money. And one more thing.” She bit her lower lip and shifted her weight from one foot to the other. 
“Yes?” Jack said.
“Good luck,” Alina blurted out just a touch too quickly. She fled before Jack could respond. 
He let out a small sigh and settled back into the lotus position, taking care to sit close enough to the device that he could easily pick it up without anyone noticing while simultaneously keeping enough distance that he’d be unlikely to accidentally discharge it.
All thoughts left his mind. The blackness swelled and grew, leaving him with a sense of serene emptiness.




Chapter 5


New Quest Activated: Survive the pits.  
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Though the voice rang harsh and metallic in Jack’s mind, it was somehow comforting. He felt a distant familiarity towards it, though its origins were a mystery to him.
Time lost all meaning, and it was only the arrival of the guards that dislodged him from his meditative state. The dull thud of their footfalls alerted him to their presence long before they arrived at his cell. 
With small movements, Jack slipped on the dart thrower. He was smoothing down his sleeve to hide the device, careful not to touch its hair trigger button, when the guards arrived at his cell door.
Jack recognized the lead guard from yesterday as the one who’d bet on him to survive to the second round. It would seem his fighting acumen had impressed more than Alina. 
“Are you going to come peacefully or will we have to drag you out?”
A hint of eagerness colored his voice, signaling that this was no idle threat. Jack stood. Interlacing his fingers behind his back, he arched his spine until the stiffness receded.
“I’ll come with you.”
“Get a move on then. We don’t have all day.” The guard sounded almost disappointed.
He opened the cell door, and Jack stepped outside. He followed the guards down a dark hallway that eventually led into an oblong chamber. Weapons were stacked on the walls above worn workbenches. A collection of splintered wooden mannequins held mail hauberks, leather buffcoats, and an assortment of dented plate.
The lead guard slammed his hand against Jack’s shoulder, sending him stumbling forward. “Pick your poison. Remember, round two.” He wagged his pointer finger at Jack. “Anything beyond that is fair game. Let yourself be killed in the first round and I’ll, I’ll–.”
“Kill me?” 
The guard flushed. “Just get your shit together.”
Jack paced around the perimeter of the room, carefully examining the weapons. What he chose would likely mean the difference between life and death. He wasn’t about to let himself be rushed along by some overeager buffoon.
Remembering the advice he’d received from Alina, he pulled a halberd down from two rusty hooks on the wall. He reached for a longsword, and the guard spoke up: “Only one, mind you.”
Jack frowned, but did not protest. Leaving the weapons behind, he walked across the room and surveyed the armor. Most of the pieces were in a bad state of disrepair. 
After examining several hauberks, he finally settled on the one that fit him best. It only reached halfway down his thighs and there were several missing patches across the arms and back. Still, it was better than nothing.
“Are you done yet?” the guard asked. 
Jack finished adjusting his hauberk and grabbed his polearm from where he’d propped it against the wall. He turned to the guard, and though he meant to speak, fear gripped his heart. Rendered temporarily and embarrassingly mute, he nodded in acquiescence. 
The guard stepped around him and grabbed hold of the wood plank doors that stood at the end of the weapons room. With a grunt, he swung them wide open revealing a darkened chamber. 




Chapter 6


Soft sand crushed beneath Jack’s feet. A short tunnel led out to a square box lit by dim white lights. The door crashed close behind him. Wincing, he started forward. 
His heartbeat quickened and a light sheen of sweat coated his palms. He stepped out of the tunnel and into the arena. A creaking rasp sounded from behind him. Jack spun around just in time to receive a cloud of sand in his face from the falling portcullis.
The lights brightened and Jack raised his free hand to ward off the glare. The intensity lessened and he lowered his arm. Between the end of the chamber’s walls and the ceiling were rows of tiered seating. The auditorium was half-empty, if that. 
Bored looking men and women huddled together in clusters on concentrically aligned wooden benches. Some wore uniforms that marked them as guardsmen and women. Others were clad in coarse woolen robes, and patched breeches. At the far end of the arena sat a rotund man dressed in rich scarlet velvet. A coterie of attendants in slightly shabbier garb surrounded him in a loose constellation.
This reminds me of a high school wrestling match.
Jack grimaced as a powerful white light blossomed across his field of vision. It felt like someone had driven a rail-spike straight through the back of his skull. 
The crowd roared. Jack blinked away the tears budding in the corners of his eyes. A scaled monster stood at the other end of the arena. Three hydra heads bounced and jostled for position. 
Jack positioned his halberd and stilled his heart.
Why does it not attack?
The Palhart shifted, revealing a heavy leather halter running across its necks. The halter was connected to a heavy chain that ran up the wall and ended in the first tier of seats where it was attached to a small winch. 
The portcullis dropped behind the beast with a clammer. When the noise settled, a man’s voice rose above the cries of the crowd. 
“The betting table is now closed. Final odds that Jack the unknown will survive the opening thirty seconds are eighty to one, odds that he’ll survive the first minute are ninety to one...”
A shiver ran down Jack’s back as the voice dispassionately listed the various odds calculated for his match, all the way up to his chance of not only surviving the encounter, but also killing the Palhart in the process. 
Ten thousand to one doesn’t sound good. That’s not good at all.
A sea of glazed eyes looked down on him. 
“Get on with the show already!” A fat man in a leather buffcoat that didn’t quite cover his belly shouted, as several other voices rose in support.
Jack noted the clay bottle laying on its side beside him, before returning his eyes to the Palhart. Each mouth held a brace of crescent moon knife-blade teeth overlapping in mish-mashing pumpkin yellow terror.
Jack carefully positioned his arm so the dart device was facing towards the Palhart’s chest. He had to time things correctly. If he released the dart now, he ran the risk that the poison would run its course before he could strike.
Then again, from the sounds the crowd was making, he doubted he’d have much time left before the beast was loosed upon him. The center mouth opened wide in an intimidating display.
Biting down hard on his lower lip, Jack took aim and fired. The dart rocketed out from under his wrist with nary a whisper. The Palhart’s mouth snapped shut and the dart sailed harmlessly overhead. 
It clattered against the portcullis, sending Jack’s heart into a nosedive. 
Tight red eyes narrowed and locked on Jack. The announcer finished his speech and three short blasts sounded from a ram’s horn. A sharp click sounded over the cheering of the crowd. The chain detached and the halter fell away.
The Palhart charged.




Chapter 7


Agility Status: Enhanced 
Jack darted to the side. His halberd swept out and grazed against the Palhart’s flank. The demon threw its leftmost head back and let loose with a terrible roar. 
Gritting his teeth, he leveled the halberd and pushed off his back foot. The polearm’s pointed tip bit into the fleshy side of the lizard’s rear flank and again it howled. Jack rocked back, freeing the weapon for another strike which did not materialize.
The Palhart’s head shot out towards him. Its snout bounced off the arena floor, kicking up a plume of sand. 
Jack jogged to the side, his muscles loose and ready. A warm anticipation surged in his blood. Fear was absent in his mind.
Now wary, the Palhart repositioned itself. No longer did it bare its teeth in intimidation. Rather it pressed its lips tight and sniffed delicately at the air. Bold striding movements gave way to mincing steps.
A bell rang. Jack’s eyes flicked up to the seating area and alighted on an oversized hourglass. Rich yellow sand drifted past the first line.
He’d survived thirty seconds.
The Palhart attacked.
Instinct took over as Jack dove to the side. Breaking his fall with his outstretched hand, he rolled past the careening Palhart. One of its clawed feet fell perilously close to Jack’s body, tearing through his breaches in the process. Hot blood streamed across his skin. 
Leaping to his feet, a glimmer at the end of the chamber caught his eye. 
The dart lay half-buried in the sandy floor just beside the portcullis. Small and slender, it would’ve evaded detection were it not for the ebony sheen of its shaft.
Jack took off running. 
Another roar sounded from behind as the Palhart gave chase.
“What the hell are you doing?” the fat man in the stands shouted. He belched, before renewing his abuse. “I bet fifty coppers you’d go down in the first thirty. Die already you stupid bastard.”
“Shut your ignorant mouth. He’s on track to make me rich,” a woman said. 
Jack vaguely recognized the voice as Alina’s, though he couldn’t remember seeing her when he’d walked in. 
“You can shut your mouth around my big, hairy–.” the fat man’s invectives were cut off by the sharp collision of flesh on flesh. A noisy kerfuffle drifted down from the seating area, but Jack dared not lift his head to investigate further.
The heavy thwap of the Palhart’s feet against the sand grew louder. Closer. He was nearly at the dart. He put on a final burst of speed and dove for it. Landing heavily on his shoulder, Jack scooped it up and swung it around in a tight arc.
The Palhart loomed over him, a black throated demon. The dart slammed against its left foreleg. It jerked back, but it was too late- the dart hit bone.
It shuddered and swayed.
Strength: Temporarily boosted
Durability: 10x enhancement for the next ten seconds
The Palhart collapsed. Striking up with both hands, Jack laid his palms flat against the monster’s chest, propping it up. With a monstrous heave, he shoved the beast to the side where it flopped helplessly on the sand. 
Reaching over, Jack plucked the halberd from the sandy floor and stalked over to the hellspawn. Raising it high overhead, he brought the ax head down against the monster’s neck in a savage swing. The crescent blade split cleanly through the beast’s scaled skin, emerging out the opposite side coated in a light crimson sheen.
The surviving heads spasmed and bleated, tender noises for such a heinous creature. Its eyes became wide and confused. Two more swift strikes severed the Palhart’s remaining heads.
The bell rang. 
Alina’s cries rang out from the seating area. Jack slumped to his knees. The first round had ended.




Chapter 8


Quest Status: Achieved 
Strength: Depleted (stasis suggested)
Agility: Depleted (stasis suggested)
Durability: Depleted  (stasis suggested)
AI note: If cryo chamber is unavailable, meditation will suffice.
Jack felt incredibly weak. The mail hauberk that hung from his shoulders went from being an afterthought to a crushing weight. Drawing on every ounce of strength left in his body, he willed himself to stand upright.
Sometimes willpower is insufficient. Jack fell face first into the sand.
The yells grew louder. A rasping sound emanated from the portcullis. It was followed by a chorus of thunderous footfalls. Rough hands grabbed Jack’s shoulders and flipped him onto his back. 
A flurry of colors assaulted his senses. Somewhere in the confusion, he caught a glimpse of a drawn face, pinkish above a mass of red. A mustachioed soldier blotted out his field of vision.
“What the hell was that for? I oughtta kill you! Two weeks pay down the drain, you little bastard.”
Jack opened his mouth to spit on the offending man, but found he could not even muster the strength for that small task.
“There’ll be none of that. Lad won fair and square,” a gruff voice spoke up.
“Like hell he did. No Palhart moves like that unless he’s been drugged,” the first man said. Fury raged in his eyes.
Jack twisted his neck. It was hard to tell from this angle, but it looked as though the dart had disappeared. With any luck, it’d broken off while the Palhart was flailing around in the sand.
“If I find out this little git snuck poison into the arena,” the mustachioed soldier threatened. 
“Little?” Jack found his words. “The only little thing here is located below your waist.”
“What the hell did you say to me?” the soldier said.
A powerfully built man rushed between the two. Though the top of his head barely came up past the first soldier’s nipple line,  he more than made up for it in girth.
“Can it,” he said.
The first soldier twisted his lips into a snarl, but was otherwise cowed by the oxen shouldered dwarf.
Four soldiers carried Jack back to his cell. Each clutched a limb, and when they arrived he was bodily thrown in. The straw broke his fall, though it was far from a comfortable landing.
With what little strength remained, Jack pushed himself into a lotus position and closed his mind. Methodically identifying each point of pain in his body, Jack dispelled the concerns of the flesh and entered into communion with the abyss. Time slowed and lost meaning.
New Quest: Survive
Strength: Charged
Agility: Charged
Durability: Charged
AI note: Make use of local information sources. 
“You lost me a lot of money.”
Jack opened his eyes. Alina stood outside of his cell. She did not look angry. Concern vied with curiosity in her eyes.
“I survived.”
“You killed the fucker. I didn’t think you could do it. Not in my wildest dreams, so I didn’t even bother to check the betting stipulations.”
“Oh.”
“Apparently, if the participant kills the Pulhart that’s another outcome you got to bet on instead of just surviving. ‘Course, nobody ever told me.”
Jack unfolded his legs and stood. “Is it really such a rarity?”
“Yeah.” Alina smacked something between her lips.
“Is that gum?” Jack asked.
“Sure is. You wanna piece?”
Jack extended his arm through the bars. Alina fished around in her pocket before withdrawing a dark black ball no larger than a marble. She planted it in Jack’s palm, and lingered where their skin touched.
Jack was the first to draw his hand back, though he felt some reluctance in doing so. Once again, that electric tingle ran up his skin where they touched. Jack wondered if it meant something.
He popped the gum in his mouth, and began to chew. He immediately spat it onto the cell floor.
“Are you trying to poison me?” he said.
“What?” Her brows knit together in concern. “You don’t like it?”
“I’ve never tasted such filth,” Jack said.
He reached down and picked up a handful of straw. After inspecting it to ensure that it was reasonably clean, he dragged it across his tongue until the gum’s taste had vanished from his mouth.
“You move fast,” she said.
“Do I?”
She cocked her head. “You really don’t remember much, do you?”
“A memory came to me in the arena, before the Palhart attacked. I remembered a wrestling match taking place in a high school auditorium. Do those words mean anything to you?” Jack said.
Doubt flashed across her eyes. “I don’t know what a high school is. There are academies that cater to the wealthy merchants, nobility, and clergy, though I cannot think of a single order that would allow their sons to wrestle.”
“A dead end then.” 
A beat of silence passed between the two.
“I did not come for a mere social visit.”
“Oh?”
“Two days from now you’ll fight against Milgrath.”
“What’s a Milgrath?”
“Not what– who. Milgrath is a level three fighter. He needs another win to ascend.”
“And he expects to get that from me?”
“A lot of people lost money on your last match.”
“The auditorium was barely half-full.”
“It was the middle of a workday, what do you expect? Most people bet in absentia.”
“Do you have another tool for me?”
A wolfish smile flashed across her face. “Something better: information.”
“I’m listening.”




Chapter 9


Jack danced from foot to foot, kicking up small spurts of sand with each swift motion. The past few days had been spent alternating between meditation and practicing his forms. The forms were a last gift from the AI, which had not otherwise contacted Jack since he’d received his last quest. 
Survival, the most basic of human concerns. 
Stuck at the bottom of Maslow’s hierarchy…
Jack scrunched his nose and shook his head. Fragments, thoughts he didn’t understand, continued to intrude on him at the most inopportune times. He did not know, nor did he care, what a Maslow was. 
He was here to fight.
This match was better attended. Men and women in a variety of garb thronged the tiered seating. Several richly garbed men who already appeared quite drunk hurled down verbal abuse. Jack bit back a retort, and focused on his forms.
Sweeping out with his spear, he spun through a series of increasingly complicated attack and defense patterns. He did not know how he knew to do these. Simply, they came to him as naturally as walking or running. Each action smooth and practiced, deeply ingrained in his muscles by some mysterious process. Plate armor covered his chest, shoulders, arms, and legs. It was surprisingly lightweight and flexible, though it did impose limitations on certain movements.
A large man in thick, green plate stomped out from the far tunnel. In one hand, he dragged a morningstar through the sand. A grill covered his face, obscuring his features.
Overhead, the announcer explained the betting odds to the crowd. Jack felt a mild sense of surprise. The odds were against him, but not by nearly so much as he’d imagined. It would seem that news of his prior performance had spread.
The ram’s horn blew three short blasts. Without hesitation, Jack sprinted forward. 
Agility: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Milgrath raised his morningstar and brought it down in a punishing blow. Jack easily dodged the strike. Slipping behind the warrior, he brought the end of his spear around in a sharp slapping motion against the back of his shins. The green knight gasped and toppled onto his knees.
Jack swung his spear around and brought it down in a two handed strike. The spearhead tore through the chainmail covering and lodged itself deep within the knight’s kneecap. 
Jack lifted his spear and repeated the process with the other knee.
Milgrath flailed helplessly against the ground. His morningstar lay off to the side, forgotten in the midst of his pain. Jack lowered his spear and picked up the morning star. From off in the distance, he was vaguely aware of a bell ringing.
Is that the first or the second, he thought.
He lifted the morningstar overhead. Its weight was a comfort. 
Doesn’t matter.
He brought it down in a vicious, double handed strike. Milgrath’s helmet crumpled inwards and he struggled no more.
Jack cast the weapon aside. 
Agility: Normal
Strength: Normal
He felt tired, but no more than normal. Compared to the breathtaking exhaustion of his last fight, this was a walk in the park. 
The room exploded in an uproar.
Jack did not care for the money lost or won. He had achieved his mission. He had survived. 
Throwing his armor to the side, he started back towards the tunnel. The portcullis slid up. A contingent of four guards waited for him in the weapons room. He noted with dispassionate curiosity that they kept their distance from him as they led him back to his cell.
They needn’t have worried, Jack thought. He wasn’t leaving. Not yet.




Chapter 10


“Thank you for the information,” Jack said. 
He watched Alina through the bars. She had taken two steps towards the door, before stopping to examine the tops of her boots. Jack sensed she wanted more. 
That was fortuitous. So did he.
“Come here,” Jack said in a tone halfway between suggestion and command.
Alina lifted her head and obeyed. The back of her right hand trembled ever so slightly. Jack noted this with approval.
“Open the cell door,” he said.
Alina shook her head in a tight side to side motion.
When did she get so shy?
Jack slid his arm through the cell bars and placed his hand over hers. She did not draw her hand back. Their fingers intertwined. She gave his palm a faint squeeze.
Affirmation.
Jack’s lips slid back in a half smile. 
“Open the cell door,” he said.
“You’ll escape, and it’ll be my head,” she said, her words little more than a whisper.
Jack shook his head. The smile did not leave his face.
“I’ll leave when I’m ready. Until then, there are things that must be done.”
“Like what?”
“Justice.” The word hung heavy between them. “There are things that must be put to right.” 
He squeezed her palm tightly, before relaxing his grip. She pulled her hand away. Biting her lower lip, she looked down and to the side. “You’re different from the other prisoners. You’ve been blessed.”
“The lock,” Jack said.
He fixed her with an unwavering gaze.
She nodded, a small, uncertain motion. Alina fumbled at her waistband and plucked out a brass skeleton key. She fitted it into the cell door, and it opened a moment later with a groaning complaint.
She stepped inside and tilted her head up at him.
“Now what?”
He slid his arm around her waist and guided her to the bed of straw. With sure, confident movements, he removed her breeches. She lifted her arms over his head and he repeated the process with her tunic.
Then he slid off his own breeches. Her eyes widened at the sight, but she made no other sign. Her hair fanned across the hay like a silver fan blade. He pressed the tip of his manhood to her wetness and entered.
She gasped.
Rocking his hips back and forth, he pulsed within her. Her breaths came in short pants. Her eyes rolled up and her skin seemed to glow. 
Jack propped himself into a push-up position. The skin on the palms of his hands ground against the dungeon floor, but what little discomfort shifted up his body, he ignored.
All of his attention was on the woman below him: On her radiant skin and shining eyes, on her breasts which moved in time to the rhythm of his hips. She stiffened and gave a wordless cry.
Unable to hold out any longer, Jack exited the woman and came across her belly. Thick, milky pearls splashed across her skin. A dazed smile spread across her face.
She raised her arm and brushed the back of her hand against his cheek.
“Jack.”
He reached down and cupped her face in his hand. Words came unbidden, though in the depths of his chest he was convinced of their truth. “You belong to me now.”
She bit her lower lip and nodded her head. A frenzied eagerness danced across her face. “I am yours.”
“You will help me escape.”
“Whatever you need.”
He rolled off her. Together, they lay side by side, bare skin touching. Jack knew he was running a risk that a guard might stop by. He didn’t care. A new quest had appeared in his mind.
“Where are the women who came in with me?” he said.
Alina became pale.
“What is it?” he said, drawing the tip of his finger across her face.
“They’ve been pressed into service.”
Jack frowned. “They’re fighting in the pits?”
Alina’s mouth drew into a tight line, and she shook her head. “They’re being trained for the lord’s harem.”




Chapter 11


Plans change. 
Jack repeated the silent mantra in his head over and over again as they ducked through the servant’s passage. It was little more than a narrow stone staircase. The diameter was so tight Jack couldn’t stretch both of his arms to their full extent.
He had accomplished his quest. He had survived. He should’ve been happy.
He wasn’t, and it had nothing to do with the dusty passage he was squeezing through.
Sexual fulfillment, another aspect of Maslow’s hierarchy.
He gritted his teeth, and struck the flat of his hand against the side of his head. Alina turned her head and gave him a concerned look, but did not stop or question him. She’d long since ceased her inquiries after Jack had replied to each and every one with a barrage of terse grunts.
A milky white curtain hung over Jack’s mind that selectively parted. Each time it did, new memories swirled into the breach, each more confusing than the last. That name in particular, Maslow, was really starting to grind Jack’s nerves.
He had a faint awareness of what Alina had done with him in the cell. Sex, a pleasurable activity and potent bonding experience. It was the latter he was most concerned with. He felt a strong sense of purpose towards the task that the AI had given him. 
It was right that he should be free. It was right that he should free the women who had aided him. Perhaps they could tell him about his origins. 
Even if they couldn’t, it was wrong to keep a man in a cage, and equally detestable to force women into a harem. Whoever controlled this castle was a human thief, the lowest of the low.
In time, Jack would find him. Kill him. He would dismantle this place stone by stone if he had to. But, all of that would have to wait until he was stronger.
“Down this way,” Alina said.
Jack nodded absentmindedly as he started off down a side passage. They must’ve been high up now. The occasional arrow loop served to bring in a small measure of fresh air and sunlight. 
Jack stopped and peeked out. An emerald carpet stretched away. Directly below, a wide moat ran in a turgid belt around the castle’s perimeter. Off in the distance, golden grain fields wavered in the wind. A bristling treeline rose faint on the horizon.
Alina tugged on his sleeve. “We cannot afford to tarry.”
Jack reluctantly stepped away from the window and followed after her. He missed the window; he missed the bright sunlight and open spaces. 
They stopped in front of a stout wooden door that came no higher than Jack’s belly. Alina licked her finger and nervously ran through her key ring until she came to one slender and silver, no longer than her pinky finger. She fitted this into the lock and pulled the door open.
Bending double at the waist, she slipped inside. Jack followed her.
Straightening, he found himself in a well-appointed bed chamber. An overstuffed bed dominated the center of the room. Two women lounged on it. A third sat before a tall mirror that extended from a desk.
Jack pulled at his shirt collar. It was stifling hot, which went a long way to explain why the women were dressed in nothing more than thin, lacy gowns. The woman at the desk stood up. Her hand went to a dull metal instrument that resembled a knife.
Envelope opener.
Jack winced at the intruding thought.
“Put it down,” Alina said. “We’re busting you guys out.”
The woman’s eyes narrowed. With a start, Jack recognized her as the woman from the village who’d shooed him back inside the hut.
“Why should we believe you?” One of the women from the bed spoke up.
“Yeah, how do we know this isn’t a trick,” the other said.
Her eyes found Jack’s, and she stiffened. “It’s the man.”
“He’s an agent of Lord Bhal,” the woman with the letter opener said.
Jack noticed that she still hadn’t put it down. For some reason, that made his heart beat a little faster than it had in the arena. 
Jack stepped around Alina. Summoning his courage, he laid his hand over hers. Or rather, he attempted to. Fast as a whip, she swung the letter opener to the side then up, before bringing it down in a swift motion towards the back of Jack’s hand.
He jerked his arm away just in time. The envelope opener grazed his skin without drawing blood. Jack grabbed her wrist and deftly maneuvered it behind her back, twisting with just enough force to cause her to drop the letter opener without causing her undue pain.
The struggle was over in a second. Jack ended with his body mere inches away from hers. Something stiff grazed his chest. With a start, he realized it was her nipples poking through her dress.
He took a step back. “I’m not anyone’s agent.”
One of the girls slid off the bed and sidled up beside him. She ran a curious hand up his arm.
“You are strong.”
It was a statement so confidently and carelessly made that she might as well have said the sky was blue. Mild surprise rolled through Jack.
“I am,” he said.
“My name is Lauren.” She pressed her side against his.
Jack was taken aback by the soft warmth. Without warning, Lauren pressed her hand to her mouth and jogged back to the bed. Giggles spilled from her lips. The third woman continued to watch from the bed. Jack’s eyes met hers. She blushed and looked away.
“As long as we’re doing introductions, I’m Christine and that’s Julie,” said the woman who’d tried to stab him. She jerked her head back towards the bed.
“Greetings Christine, Julie. I’m here to free you.”
Christine scowled. “Why? What’s your end game?”
Frustration built in his chest. Jack didn’t know why the woman was being so needlessly difficult. Nevertheless, the sooner he convinced her he meant no harm, the sooner he could get her out of here.
“There is a God inside of my head. His name is AI, and he instructed me to free you three,” Jack said.




Chapter 12


“Aye?” Lauren said, still giggling. 
“A-I,” Jack pronounced each letter carefully. His memory might be gone, but even he knew that Gods demand reverence.
Christine rolled her eyes. She flounced over to the bed and fell backwards onto it, causing Julie to shift away from the intimidating blonde.
“Great, we’re being saved by a maniac,” she said.
“He’s not a maniac!” Alina said, stepping forward. Anger flashed across her eyes. “If you had seen him at work in the pit, you would be falling over yourselves to thank him for saving you. He didn’t have to, you know? I wanted to take him straight out of here, but he insisted on bringing  you three with us.”
Christine sat up. “That one survived the pit?”
“That one did more than survive. He killed a fully grown Pulhart and a level three champion. That may not mean much to you provincials, but–.”
“Actually, it means a whole lot,” Christine cut her off with a sharp wave of her hand. Rising from the bed, she strode over and reappraised Jack. “You know how to use a sword?”
“Among other things, yes.”
“Good, you’re going to need it.” She looked over her shoulder. “Ladies, get dressed. We’re leaving.”
Lauren jumped off the bed. She clapped her hands together and squealed, before reaching down and grabbing hold of her dressing gown. Jack watched with interest as she pulled it over her head, revealing two pert, bouncing breasts each topped by a compact, strawberry pink nipple. His eyes wandered lower, and he felt a stiffening in his mid-section.
“If you wouldn’t mind,” Christine said in a brusque tone.
“Yes?” Jack said.
“It’s not polite to watch a woman while she undresses.”
“Is that so?” 
“Yes, so-” Christine made a little turning gesture with her pointer finger. Alina clutched his upper arm, leaned in, and whispered: “She wants you to look away.”
“But, I’m enjoying this,” Jack protested.
Lauren was rifling through a nearby dresser. Bent double at the waist, she’d positioned her legs outward forming a triangle with the floor. The position gave Jack an excellent view of her backside and the area between her legs.
He wondered if she was also interested in bonding with him.
“I know, big guy,” Alina said, while gently yet firmly turning him away from the spectacle. Reluctantly, he went along with the move. Bonding would have to wait. One thing at a time.
Crossing his arms over his chest, Jack stared at the door.
“Wait, he’s not looking anymore?” Lauren said.
“Put your damn clothes on,” Christine said.
“Make me, loser.”
The sound of shuffling feet rose from behind him. Jack thought the girls might be wrestling. This confused him as he’d been told they were dressing. 
“Why is Christine angry?” Jack asked.
Christine gave a shout of triumph. Lauren howled  as the sharp slap of flesh on flesh echoed through the room. 
“She doesn’t look angry,” Alina said.
Entranced by the events unfolding behind them, she didn’t stop Jack from turning around. What he saw doubled his confusion, and tripled the stiffening in his pants.
Lauren, still completely nude, lay across Christine’s lap. The blonde wore a fierce expression as she rained down blow after blow onto Lauren’s backside. Her pale ass cheeks burned a bright red, nearly matching her flowing auburn hair.
“Stop! Ouch, it hurts,” Lauren said.
“I bet it does. Now, take this, you brat,” Christine said, redoubling her efforts.
Alina was right, she is enjoying herself, Jack thought. 
That was okay. Jack was enjoying himself, too.
Lauren kicked up her legs, giving Jack an excellent view of her glistening sex. 
“Eeek!” Julie said. 
Jack’s eyes caught on her. She wore a pair of burlap breeches, rough peasant garb, but her top half was uncovered. Her breasts were larger than Laurens. More soft than perky, they sloped gently along her chest towards her stomach.
Julie jerked a tunic over her head, concealing her chest. Her cheeks glowed a bright red, identical to Lauren’s though hers were further down. Jack pondered what meaning this strange coincidence held.
“I thought I told you to look away!” Christine said.
“There was a struggle. You appeared in need of assistance,” Jack said.
Lauren whipped her head around. The pained expression drained away from her face as she flashed Jack a wide smile.  “Well hey there, like what you see?”
She shifted her body, so her buttocks were more prominently displayed. 
Jack looked at Alina in confusion. The AI was of no help in this situation. 
“Should I bond with her?” he said.
Alina sighed, and suddenly looked very tired. “Maybe later, after we get out of this place.”
The door swung open and a small fat man in rich ermine robes stepped into the room. His nose was crooked in a way that made him appear goofy, rather than handsome. 
“Oh, you won’t be going anywhere,” he said.
He smiled, revealing a sea of rotting teeth.




Chapter 13


Two rows of soldiers filed into the room, taking up positions along either wall. Jack instinctively moved in front of Alina. Meanwhile, Lauren belatedly dressed with a yip and a cry. 
New Quest Activated: Wait
Jack cocked his head in confusion. The God had yet to make a mistake. Everything in his being urged him to fight. Taking out the small man would require only a few quick blows. The soldiers would be trickier, but with the four girls on his side it seemed a doable task.
The last soldier hurried in. Following hot on his footsteps was a man dressed in a brown robe. A small cloud of blue energy cackled over his open palm.
Jack blinked. He suddenly had a better notion of why the AI had asked him to wait.
“You thought you could escape that easily?” the fat man said.
“Yes,” Jack said.
“It was a rhetorical question,,” one of the guardsmen said.
Jack did not know what that meant. His memory was full of holes.
“Sir, if I may suggest-,” the wizard started.
“Bind the bastards! Do it now,” the fat man said.
The wizard bent his head in a solemn gesture and clasped his hands together. The room hummed with a powerful energy and then Jack was falling through a black void. He opened his mouth to scream, but no words came out. A cold vacuum tore at his throat. Hot fear ran through his veins.
He awoke on his back in the sand. High above sat a jeering crowd.




Chapter 14


“Ladies and gentleman, today we have a special event for you: A dual extermination!” 
The crowd broke into uproarious applause. Jack pushed himself onto his elbows and rubbed his temple. He didn’t know what they were so happy about. His head felt like it was about to split in two.
“Jack?” Alina said.
He looked beside him at the guardswoman. She groaned. Jack was glad to see he wasn’t the only one feeling like death.
“What’s a dual extermination?” Jack asked.
The announcer’s voice thundered across the pit: “For anyone who’s been living under a rock, a dual extermination means two miscreants are treated to an extermination in the form of a fight. Bets are taken not on the outcome, we already know who’s going to die after all, but on how long it’ll take to kill them. Odds are twenty five to one the two will survive fifteen seconds, fifty to one they’ll survive thirty seconds, one hundred to one they’ll survive a minute…”
As the announcer listed off increasingly long odds, Jack wondered how such a form of entertainment could take hold when the results were practically predetermined. 
Soft green waves of corn stalks standing high… The reassuring sound of a sluggish stream… High overhead the cry of a–
The vision cut off abruptly. Jack clapped his palm to the side of his head, though it did nothing to alleviate the dull pain left in its wake.
“What is it?” Alina said.
“Nothing.”
“Get up, the fight will begin soon.”
Jack pushed himself into a standing position and stretched out his shoulders. While he was unconscious, someone had dressed him in a suit of plate armor similar to the one he’d worn in his last bout. A leather strap tugged at his shoulder. Jack reached around and felt a wooden haft. 
Wincing slightly from the residual pain in his head, he pulled the ax off his back and fell into a fighting pose. Alina stood beside him. Dressed in a sleeveless mail hauberk, she wielded two short swords.
The enemy had yet to exit the tunnel. Jack scanned the tiered seating. It didn’t take long for him to alight on the fat man in the ermine robes. Three women sat in a neat line in the row below him. Dressed in elegant silk dresses, a faint metallic glimmer shone along their wrists and laps, marking the chain that bound them in place.
“And now, the moment you’ve all been waiting for. Say hello to the sandmen, your exterminators for the evening!” the announcer said.
His rich baritone filled every crack and crevice of the arena. Three vaguely man shaped figures strode out from the tunnel. Their dry, yellow skin ran and pooled together in a way that defied normality. 
Jack snuck a quick look back at the top of the arena where the three women were clustered together. Off to their right, the sorcerer sat leaning forward with his elbows on his knees and his fingers steepled together.  Blank interest shone in his eyes.
“We’re going to get out of this,” Jack said.
“They’re sandmen,” Alina said. “They can’t be killed.”
“Anything can be killed.”
Jack fell into a crouch, and brandished his ax. The ram’s horn blew thrice and the action was joined.




Chapter 15


They did not charge. Curiously, they were unarmed. In lieu of weapons, each held one portion of a long net, creating a tripartite trap. The sandmen on the sides crept forward in a flanking maneuver. 
New Quest Activated: Save the girls, escape the pit. 
Strength: Enhanced
Bounce: Enhanced
Jack ground his teeth. The AI’s pithy commands were starting to get on his nerves. Sallying forth, he charged the center sandman. With a savage war cry, he brought his ax out in a horizontal swing and cleanly decapitated the monster.
“Jack no!” Alina cried.
Jack’s brow knit together. 
Had I not done well to kill the creature? 
Sand boiled and bubbled up from the stump of the creature’s neck. In seconds, a new, featureless face formed. The flanking sandmen brought in their nets and the trap was closed. 
“Agh!” Jack cried.
The edge of the net brushed against his upper arm, delivering a powerful shock where it touched the armor. He stumbled back and hit the opposite net. A second shock sent him reeling forward into the body of the first sandman. A fist formed in its stomach, shot out, and slammed against Jack.
He doubled over in pain.
AI Message: Jump you fool.
The God inside my head has become incensed, Jack thought.
“Die, die, die!” Alina yelled.
The guardswoman leapt into action like an avenging angel. Her twin blades cut through the arms of the back two sandmen, causing their nets to drop. The arms quickly regenerated. The sandmen turned on her and she led them on a merry chase around the perimeter of the arena.
The third sandman dropped the nets. His arms flattened into long, serrated blades. 
Jack weighed his options. He jumped.
After all, a pocket God couldn’t be wrong. Could he?
Jack flew over the lip of the arena and landed in the seating area. Perching atop one of the benches, he found himself uncomfortably close to the sorcerer.
“Get him!” the diminutive fat man said.
The sorcerer needed no prompting. A ball of blue flames flickered into existence above his outstretched palm. Jack didn’t need a pocket God to tell him what to do next. His leg swung down in a powerful kick. He made contact with the magician’s wrist and punted the flaming ball across the room.
A woman screamed as the ball expanded and shimmered with a gathering intensity. The crowd rippled and parted not a moment too soon. The fire ball collided with the wall and exploded. Rich yellow sunlight spilled in through the newly created hole. 
“Look out!” Christine said.
Jack shook his head, and refocused his attention on the glowering mage at his feet. Cradling his wrist against his chest, the sorcerer used his other hand to draw a complicated symbol in the air.
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Jack reached down and plucked the man from his seat. In the arena below, the three sandmen had trapped Alina against the far wall. Raising the mage above his head, Jack threw him across the room with all of his strength.
The sorcerer let out a pathetically high-pitched cry as he crashed through the middle and leftmost sandmen. Alina took advantage of the opening to cut her way through the last sandman. She sprinted towards the far wall. 
Jack picked up his battle ax and the fat man with bad teeth screamed like a little girl. Ignoring him, he slammed the weapon down on the chain binding the girls. Taking hold of its solid length, he dropped the chain down the side of the pit. Alina jumped up and grabbed hold. The chain shook and for a stomach dropping second, Jack thought she would fall. The chain stabilized. Climbing hand over fist, she shimmied monkey-like up the pit wall.
Meanwhile, the fat man’s guards drew their swords and surrounded him. 
“Hold this,” Jack said.
He shoved the chain into Christine’s hand and picked up his ax. Finding his footing on the bench, he raised the weapon in an offensive position and waited for the guards to attack. The guards waited for him to attack. The fat man did not like this.
“Kill him!” he screeched. “Do it now!”
“Sir, attacking now would put your life at risk,” the lead guard said. 
“We’re tasked with protecting you,” another guard said.
“He scares me,” the third guard whispered.
“Scared? I’m not paying you to be scared, I’m paying you to oomph–,” the fat man cut off as the guards shuffled backwards.
Jack eyed them warily as they retreated towards the end of the auditorium. Were he alone, he would’ve given chase. But, with four women under his protection, he had more important matters to attend to. He turned back to the girls. Julie had joined Christine. The two strained at the chain. Meanwhile, Lauren peeked over the side. Her face had gone an unnatural shade of white.
“Uh Jack, little help?” she said.
Jack stepped down from the bench and joined Lauren. Alina was halfway up the chain. At the other side of the pit, the sandman had reformed and he did not look one bit happy.
Forming his arms into spikes, the sandman sprinted forward. A dozen feet away from the wall, he took a flying leap. His spiked arms slammed against the side of the partition.
“Oh shit,” Lauren said.
Jack jumped over the side and onto the sandman’s head. The two tumbled to the pit floor together. 
Jack staggered to his feet. Glancing from side to side, he searched for the monster. But, it had disappeared back into the sand. 
“Come on, we need to get out of here,” Lauren yelled. 
Jack glanced up. Alina was pulling herself over the edge. He bent into a crouch and jumped. Or more properly, he tried to jump. The ground tugged at his feet. Jack’s stomach dropped. Sand crept up around his ankles, encasing him in a cement like sheath.
He reached down and beat at the encroaching sand, but to no avail. It crept higher and higher, paralyzing his movements as it traveled.
I’m not going out like this, Jack thought.
A hot fury boiled in his chest. Reaching down, he slapped at his shins, but to no avail. The sand hardened like concrete completely encasing him.
Vibration mode: Activated
Duration: 15 seconds
Energy cost: Medium
Jack shook with a sudden fury. Bending double at the waist, he groaned as a thin stream of vomit passed over his lips. His eyes watered, cleared, then widened. Small cracks had appeared along either side of his legs. The cracks deepened and the sandy casing shattered and broke apart.
The vibrations stopped.
New AI message: Run!
Folding one arm over his still heaving stomach, Jack threw himself at the chain. 
“We got you!” Alina cried.
All four girls pulled with a frantic intensity. Reaching the lip, he pulled himself over the wall and fell limply to the ground. 
“Are you okay- ewww!” Lauren screeched and took two mincing steps back. That did little to save her feet from the vomit streaming from Jack’s mouth.
“Finished?” Christine said.
“Ugh,” Jack said.
“Good.” Stepping behind him, she reached down and slipped her arms beneath his armor, folding around Jack’s waist. Her fingers interlaced over his navel and she pulled him to his feet. Jack retched, but nothing more came up. He was tapped. 
Christine’s warm skin lingered against his for just a second too long.
“Uh guys?” Julie said.
“We should go,” Christine said.
She hastily pulled back from Jack and started for the hole in the wall. Jack followed her. Rolling meadows stretched away from them. Below, the same moat Jack had seen earlier rolled past in a sluggish stream.
“How are we going to get down?” Julie said.
Bounce: Still activated
My my, but this is a cheeky God.
“I shall carry you one by one,” Jack said.
“Do you really think you can jump that far?” Christine said. 
Uncertainty crept into her voice. 
“I’ll be his guinea pig,” Lauren said. 
She stepped backwards, pressing her back against his torso. Jack wrapped one arm around her waist and she giggled. Based on this and other behaviors, Jack believed she might be receptive to bonding.
But, that would have to wait.
He bent at the waist and sprung out through the hole. Shooting over the moat, they landed with a gentle thud in the tall grass. He set her down and she immediately turned and grabbed him by the cheeks.
He barely had time to register surprise, before she pressed her lips to his forehead. She pulled her head back, and smiled shyly.
“That’s for saving me,” she said.
Jack didn’t quite know how to react, and the God inside his head was no help. His extremities hardened.
“Shall we bond here?” he said.
She cast him a sultry glance and licked her upper lip. “You can bond with me anywhere, anytime.”
“What are you waiting for?” Christine yelled.
Jack snapped back to reality. His task was unfinished.
“Later,” he said.
Lauren’s lips turned down into a pout. “Not too much later, I hope.”
He touched her hip. Soft flesh pressed against his fingers through the diaphanous material. 
“No.”
He turned and sprang back into the air, catapulting himself towards the breach. Landing with both feet together, he cast about for his next passenger. 
Alina had her fists pressed firmly against her hips. “You took your time.”
“She desires to be bonded with me,” Jack said.
“You’re an odd duck, you know that?”
“I am a man, not a bird.” 
She sighed and looked askance. “Just get me down.”
Jack transported the other three women to the meadow. Finishing, he cracked his lower back and together the three strode off for the treeline. A new message flashed across his mind:
Energy levels: Temporarily depleted
Bounce: Unavailable
Strength: Baseline
Speed: Baseline
Agility: Baseline
AI Note: Normal powers still available. Meditate at your earliest convenience.
Unlike earlier, his energy levels weren’t entirely depleted, and the AI hadn’t even suggested the use of a cryo-chamber, whatever that was. Jack suspected the God inside his head might be adapting to his present surroundings.
But why-ever should a God adapt?
He frowned. It seemed like every new piece of information contained within it the germ of a new slew of mysteries. He would question the women and see what they knew later. For now, however, they were all still very much in danger.
Walking off towards the fields of gently waving amber grains, Alina darted away from the path and passed into the concealing stalks.
“What are you doing?” Jack called after her.
Her face poked out from between two green stalks. “They’ll be searching for us soon enough, if they haven’t sent out a party already. It’s imperative we hide.”
“Ugh, they look scratchy,” Lauren said.
Julie took a step closer to Jack and clutched his upper arm. “You’ll stay close to me, won’t you?”
He patted her hand. “I’ll protect you.”
“My hero.” She gasped and tightened her grip. Biting down on her lower lip, she squeaked out: “Your muscles are so big. Yip! Did I say that out loud?”
Her cheeks flushed an adorable tomato red. 
Shaking her head, Christine shot her a look of disgust. “We’re wasting daylight.”
She strode after Alina and disappeared between the stalks. Jack shrugged and patted the back of Julie’s hand, which was still closed tight across his bicep, before following her into the field.




Chapter 16


The stalks were indeed scratchy. 
“Itchy, itchy, itchy!” Lauren squealed.
She popped her arms inside of her dress and raised the neckline up to her nose, so only her eyes were peeking out. 
Christine scowled. “How in the seven hells is anyone supposed to take you seriously like that?”
Ignoring her, Lauren brushed up against Jack’s side. “I think something fell into my dress. Will you help me get it out?”
“Maybe later,” Jack said. 
Julie was practically glued to his other side. For some reason her touch caused his heartbeat to slow, then speed up. He did not understand the strange effect it caused him, but he found it not unpleasant and more than a little distracting.
“It’s in there deep,” Lauren said.
She stepped in front of Jack, forcing him to stop. Arching her lower back, she pressed her backside into his crotch. 
“Do you feel it?” she said.
“Uhm, yes,” Jack said.
In truth, he felt a great many things, few of which he could accurately classify. 
“I don’t believe you,” she whined. “Feel harder.”
She rubbed her backside up and down the front of his pants. If her aim was to make him feel harder, she accomplished it handily. Jack gulped. His bonding equipment was activating, though the venue was hardly suitable to the activity.
New Quest: Resist Lauren until you get to safety.
By the Gods, this was a test! Jack thought.
Far in the distance, a wolf howled. 
Alina froze. “They’ve unleashed the dire wolves.”
“That does not sound like a good thing,” Jack said.
“That’s because it’s not,” Christine said. “Run!”
Lauren let out a little eek as she pulled down her dress and sprinted off through the stalks. Julie shot forward, but she didn’t get more than a few steps before she tripped and went flying face forward.
“Oof,” she groaned. 
“Are you okay?” Jack said.
“My ankle hurts bad,” she said between sobs.
Without hesitation, Jack picked her up in a princess carry and shot off after the others. The faint rumble of running water sounded from up ahead. Jack bit down on his lower lip. 
A snarl and the snap of too many teeth in too small a space sounded from behind him. Jack’s heart leapt. He still wore the armor of the arena, and across his back hung the ax. If worse came to worst, he would stand and fight, but with his powers momentarily returned to baseline, he wasn’t confident in his ability to take on a pack of bloodthirsty animals.
The rushing water grew louder. Jack burst through the last row of grain and exited onto an emerald riverbank. A roiling river swept past his feet. Alina, Christine, and Lauren stood nearby. 
“There’s a ford half a mile down from here,” Alina said.
“Then what are we waiting for?” Jack said. 
The direwolf howled. It was louder now. Another howl rose up to join it, and then a third. 
“We won’t get there in time,” Christine said.
The long stalks rustled and broke. 
The river tumbled restlessly past, ravenous and fast moving. A shiver ran up Jack’s back. He knew what had to be done. He rolled his shoulders and let out a sigh. 
“Julie hold my right hand, Lauren my left. Christine you hold onto Lauren. Alina grab hands with Julie. Whatever you do, don’t let go. We jump on the count of three,” Jack said.
“It’s suicide,” Christine said. Her eyes narrowed. “No, we stand and fight.”
Jack shook his head. “Negative.”
Christine sneered. “Did the God in your head tell you to jump?”
“Yes, but not the one you’re thinking of. A new God. His name is common sense. Lauren, if you would.”
Lauren reached over and latched onto Christine with one hand. Her other hand found Jack’s. On the other side, Alina and Julie completed the chain. Before Christine could bat Lauren’s hand away Jack counted out a hurried one, two, three, and leapt into the raging river just as the first dire wolf burst through the sea of grain and onto the river bank.
Foaming at the mouth, it clawed against the soft mud that lined the riverside. Its frustrated howls rent the air, but no other moves could it make. 




Chapter 17


Jack washed up on the sandbar, bloodied and battered. His muscles were stiff, his left arm couldn’t extend all the way back without inflicting a burst of sharp pain from the area just below his elbow, and a constellation of potato green bruises were blossoming across his body. 
Jack said a silent prayer to the AI. Julie and Alina had washed up beside him. The other two girls were nowhere to be seen. 
Julie groaned. “Where are we?”
Jack looked around. “Somewhere safe.”
He helped her to her feet, looking chastely away when her dress fell open revealing her pillowy right breast. Dazed by her watery journey, Julie didn’t notice the protruding mammary gland until several minutes had passed. She gave a small eeek and hastily covered up. 
Half of her desperately hoped Jack hadn’t seen it. She was surprised to find that her other half wished he had.
By that time, Jack was supporting Alina as the two staggered up the sand bar and onto the thin strip of grass that abutted the woodlands. 
A hollow pit grew in Julie’s stomach as she realized the enormity of the situation they were in. 
She fixed Jack with a worried stare. “Lauren, Christine?”
The two words hung in the air, heavy and solemn.
Jack shook his head sadly. Julie stifled a sob.
“What are you crying about?” Alina said brusquely. 
She broke from Jack’s grip and took three quick strides towards Julie. Dropping into a squat beside the crying girl, she reached out and took hold of her chin. Forcing her head up, she locked eyes with Julie and when she spoke it was in a harsh tone.
“Forget your friends. You’re lucky to have escaped with your life.”
Julie tore her head away with a sob. A second later, Jack came up behind Alina. Taking hold of her shoulder, he pulled her roughly away.
“What’s wrong with you?” he said.
Alina’s eyes flashed. “We have a long and hard road ahead of us. There is no time for grief. Not now.”
“There’s also no time for cruelty,” Jack said. 
“It’s not cruelty, it’s the truth.”
“Then we have no time for the truth.”
Alina glared at him. Jack did not back down. Just because they had bonded didn’t mean she was free to act as she pleased. Alina broke first. Turning her head down and to the left, she spat into a matted clump of moss.
“Fine,” she said.
Jack patted her shoulder and went over to Julie. He would speak more with her later. The past may still be a swirling, milky fog, yet instinct left him with the conviction that the matter was far from settled.
A prickling along his nether regions alerted him to the possibility that their disagreement may best be laid to rest by a second coupling. But, that would have to wait for there was still much to do. 
“Halt, who goes there,” a stern voice called out from the forest.
Jack instinctively reached around his back to the ax. 
“Hands where I can see them!” a second voice called.
Where the first voice was masculine, the second was undoubtedly feminine, though with an unmistakable rough edge.
Jack brought his hands back around to his midsection and held them up. “My name is Jack. These are my two friends. We fell into the river some distance from here.”
“He is an agent of Lord Bhal,” the second voice gasped.
“No,” Alina said. She swiftly stood and faced the forest. “We are fleeing his lackeys.”
“So you bring trouble to our demosthenes then?” the first voice said.
You just can’t win with these guys, Jack thought.
“They are not following us,” Jack said. “I think this would all be far more comfortable for both sides if you told us your names.”
“And how do we know you aren’t tricksters intent on deceiving us and delivering up the hidden village to Lord Bhal?” the feminine voice said.
“Bah, you aren’t supposed to tell them about the village, Janice!” the other voice said.
“And you aren’t supposed to tell them my name, Robert,” Janice said.
“Janice, Robert, I assure you, we mean you and your village no harm,” Jack said.
“How do you know my name?” Robert said, a note of panic entering his voice.
Jack rolled his eyes. “Your friend informed me.”
“My friend?”
“Janice.”
“How do you know her name?”
Jack exchanged a glance with Julie. This was going nowhere.
“We have two other friends who were swept away by the river. Do you have any idea where they might’ve wound up?” Julie said.
“Are they also agents of Lord Bhal?” Janice said.
“We just told you we’re not agents of that guy!” Alina said.
Robert sniffed. “It’s not polite to call your lord ‘that guy’.”
“The younger generation really have no respect for their betters, do they?” Janice said.
“Lord Bhal is not my better, and we need to find our friends so if you’ll excuse me.” Alina started off down the riverbank. An arrow sank into the ground not two feet ahead of her. She stopped. Her face went pale.
“In a moment dear, we’re not done with you yet,” Janice said.
“I say we bring them back to the village,” Robert said.
“Let the all-Mother judge them,” Janice said.
“Excellent idea. Hey guys, you’re coming with us,” Robert said.
“But, our friends,” Jack said.
“Forget ‘em. They’re probably dead by now,” Robert said.
A sharp slap reverberated from the trees. 
“A little tact,” Janice scolded.
“Ouch,” Robert said. “You didn’t have to hit so hard.” 
“Yeah, well you don’t have to be such a dick,” Janice said.
“I’m going to tell dad.”
“What? That you’re a giant baby?”
Jack lightly touched Julie’s shoulder. She stood and together they crept towards Alina as the two interlopers descended into a sea of bickering.
“Hey, they’re getting away!” Robert said.
“Damnit,” Janice said.
Two arrows looped out from the forest and landed painfully close to Alina’s feet. She flailed her arms as she hopped back. 
“What the hell was that for?” she said. “I wasn’t even moving!”
“You looked the most suspicious,” Robert said.
“That’s profiling,” Alina shot back.
Jack held out his hands. “We’re getting off track here guys. My friends are somewhere out there, and the longer we wait, the more likely it is that they’re not going to be okay.”
Jack couldn’t bring himself to say dead. He might not have known Lauren or Christine that well, but having just saved the two from a lifetime of servitude in the lord’s harem, he felt some sort of obligation towards their safety.
“Let’s make a deal. Come see the all-Mother first, and if she likes you, we’ll help you look for your friends,” Janice said.
“What if she doesn’t like us?” Alina said.
“Oof, I’d rather not say,” Janice said.
“Just hope she does,” Robert said.
“Anyway, it’s better than the alternative,” Janice said.
“Which is?” Julie said.
“We shoot you full of arrows and leave you for the crows,” Robert said.
Jack thought his voice sounded a touch too cheerful. Closing his eyes, he pushed back against the milky white curtain that hung over his memory and sought out the divine guidance of the AI.
Nothing.
It would seem that for now, Jack would have to make his own decisions. He bit the side of his mouth, and mulled over the two options.
“Hurry up,” Robert yelled.
“We accept!” Julie said.
She glanced worriedly at Robert, then turned her head to the side. A light blush covered her cheeks. “Sorry, I don’t want to be shot full of arrows.”
“You made the right call,” Alina said.
“Could you pick up those arrows before you come over?” Janice said.
“They don’t grow on trees you know,” Robert said.
“Well actually,” Janice began.
“Don’t well actually me, you know what I meant.”
A sour expression passed over Alina’s face as she studied the arrows that had come breathtakingly close to drilling a hole through her feet. With visible reluctance, she plucked them from the ground and made her way towards the two voices. Jack and Julie followed.
A man stepped out from the treeline. Brawny and barrel chested, he wore a forest green tunic over a pair of white tights. A long bow hung loosely from one hand. 
Jack formed his hand into a blade and pressed it tight against his brow as another figure glided out of the shadows. 
She was dressed identically, although her tunic was practically molded to her body, highlighting her lithe curves. Jack needed no AI prompting to know that he desired to bond with this woman.
AI Note: Later.
Jack started with surprise. 
Oh great AI, he thought. Give me wisdom for I am beset upon all sides by inequities and injustice.
Yeah, stop thinking with your dick. AI out.
Jack blinked. Though the God’s meaning was unclear, yet he would treasure his counsel. Perhaps later it might lead him to epiphany when he finally got the chance to meditate. 
“You okay?” Janice said.
“What, me? I’m breast, I mean best. I should take a rest,” Jack said, his eyes trained on Janice’s heaving bosom.
“You can take a rest later. The all-Mother, remember?” she said.
Forcing himself to raise his head and make eye contact with her, Jack nodded mutely. A curious expression passed over her face. With a flick of her wrist, she gestured for the trio to go ahead of her.




Chapter 18


“Phew, yuck!” Christine blew out a mouthful of river water. She blinked and looked around her. Misty tendrils crept over a sea of matted moss. Shivering, she desperately rubbed her hands over her upper arms. 
“Damn I’m cold,” Lauren said.
Swinging her head from side to side like a wet dog come in from the rain, she scattered water droplets all over Christine, negating what little warmth she’d mustered.
Christine turned and glared at her. “Do you mind?”
“Mind what?” she said.
“Cover up your tits,” Christine said with a sigh.
“My what?”
Lauren looked down at her chest. The water had caused the neckline of her dress to pull down, revealing both of her sizeable, milky white orbs. She giggled.
“These things just don’t want to stay put,” she said.
With a few quick adjustments, she fitted them back into her dress. Christine rolled her eyes and looked away. Lauren had always been something of a ditz, but ever since that man had arrived her behavior had gone from deserving of mild reproach to being genuinely concerning.
There was no question the man was handsome, nor that he was daring.
That didn’t mean he could be trusted. He was a man, after all.
“Where do you think the others went?” Lauren said.
Christine snapped back to reality. With a sinking heart, she scanned the riverbank. There was no sign of Julie, to say nothing of the guardswoman nor the interloper.
“Perhaps they washed ashore further downstream,” Lauren said.
“We have to be realistic,” Christine said. She swallowed back an aching pit that had formed in the back of her throat. Now was not the time for cowardice or second guessing. Lauren was relying on her to maintain a cool head. 
Lauren’s eyes narrowed. “What do you mean?”
“You know what I mean. There’s a good chance they’re dead.”
“And there’s a good chance they’re alive. You’re always such a negative Nancy!”
“Use your brain. It’s a miracle we made it out of that alive.”
“I am using my brain, and it’s telling me you’re being unnecessarily pessimistic.” Lauren stuck out her tongue at Christine and flounced away.
Christine watched her pass through the copse of gnarled and twisted trees. Frustration mounted in her chest. Lauren would have to wake up and face facts sooner or later. She couldn’t continue to be the only grown up in the room indefinitely. Lauren might think that miracles happened, she might think that men were trustworthy protectors.
She was wrong.
Christine gave a frustrated cry and started after her.
***The all-Mother was not at all what Jack expected. For one thing, her head barely came up to his knee. True, she was seated in the lotus position, but even were she standing he found it doubtful she’d reach any higher than his waist.
For another, her body seemed to be composed solely from loose flaps of weather worn, clay red skin. Long years beneath the sun’s harsh rays and the wind’s cutting breath had transformed her into something more akin to a statue than a woman. With the body of a child and the serene features of a garden gnome, she hardly seemed worthy of the reverent tones in which Janice and Robert had presented her.
“Kneel before her grace,” Janice hissed in his ear.
Jack shot her an annoyed look, but nonetheless obeyed. The sooner they could get this over with the better. The detour may have been painfully pointless, but at least the villagers knew the surrounding area. It was vital he secured the all-Mother’s blessing, so he could start the search for Christine and Lauren immediately.
An image of Lauren with her parted legs and gently glistening sex entered his mind. Through sheer force of will, he forced the image back and focused on the mass of wrinkles that passed for the all-Mother’s face. Her eyes were tight shut, and for a second, Jack thought she might be asleep.
Then she raised her hand and cupped his cheek. Her mouth opened and she emitted a dry hissing sound.
“The all-Mother speaks!” Robert said. A childish wonder suffused his tone.
Jack’s nose wrinkled. He could hardly call what she’d just done speaking, though it was clear the all-Mother considered teeth cleaning to be a low priority. The all-Mother’s hand slipped to his chin, and he involuntarily shuddered. 
Old person skin is gross, he thought.
AI Note: How wonderfully tolerant.
Jack wrinkled his brow. Is the God in my head being sarcastic?
The AI did not give him further instructions. The all-Mother pulled his face close to hers. He reluctantly acquiesced to her touch. She continued the movement until the tips of their noses brushed against each other. 
Then she opened her eyes.
A flood of brilliant light shone outwards. Jack jerked his head away, but the crone’s grip had become like iron and he only succeeded in upsetting the muscles that joined his shoulders and neck.
Tall corn fields. A ringing bell. The sound of chattering children and a high blue sky. Iowa. Alice. A woman’s hand. Her fingers interlocking with mine.
His mind raced as the images flew past. A great queasiness filled his stomach, and all strength fled from his limbs. A strong gust of wind could have toppled him. The light flickered and died. Two cloudy white eyes stared back at him. She blinked twice, then closed her eyes again. 
Two arms hooked beneath Jack’s armpits as Robert helped him to his feet. He guided him back several paces and into a wicker chair. Julie and Alina sat nearby. Jack wondered why they hadn’t been subjected to the same experience.
The all-Mother lifted her hand and curled her fingers inward, beckoning Janice. She knelt beside the crone. The all-Mother pressed her lips to Janice’s ears and whispered in a hurried voice. Janice’s face transformed into a mask of concentration. The all-Mother stopped and Janice stood.
“The cup,” she said.
Robert produced a woven bark container from the back. Inside was a small clay jar filled with water. Robert set the container in front of the old woman and took two mincing steps back. 
Without opening her eyes, she reached into her pocket and produced two leaves which she proceeded to drop onto the surface of the water. Cold tendrils bit at Jack’s bones, and he found it difficult to muster even the smallest amount of interest in the crone’s actions.
Again, she beckoned Janice over and whispered into her ear. No sooner had she started, then Jack closed his eyes. 
Julie touched his thigh. “Are you okay?”
“No talking,” Robert said sharply.
Jack opened his eyes and mustered a wan smile. He gently patted her hand. Janice pulled away from the all-Mother and turned to Jack.
“We will help you find your friends,” she said.
“Good,” Jack muttered. Internally, he was debating if he should fall asleep on the chair, or if he could muster enough strength to make it outside.
“What else did she say?” Alina said.
Janice’s lips peeled back revealing a tight smile. “We will help you find your friends, house, and feed you. In return, you will help us resist Lord Bhal.”
“We should discuss terms,” Alina said.
Jack waved his hand weakly in front of her. “Later. Rest now, and we’ll get an early start tomorrow morning.”
“Nonsense, we need to discuss these things now,” Alina said.
“Fine, you discuss them. I’m going to sleep.” Jack slumped in his chair, and patted the back of his hand to his mouth as he forced back a yawn.
“It has been a long day for all of us. Robert will show you to the guest cabin,” Janice said, relenting.
Robert herded the trio out of the all-Mother’s hut and across the village’s grassy common area. They attracted a few curious stares, but otherwise passed by unmolested.
A little girl appeared in front of him.
“Hey mister, have you seen my stuffed horsey?”
Jack paused, and blinked drowsily. “Sorry, I haven’t.”
Her lips drew down into a pout. “Mommy said I should ask everyone if they’ve seen it, but everyone keeps saying no. Ack!” 
She stomped her little foot against the ground.
“Akiesha, now is not the time,” Robert said.
“But momma said ask everyone.”
She huffed and crossed her arms across her chest.
In spite of his weariness, Jack couldn’t help but smile. She was adorable. Robert squatted down beside her.
“I understand, but these are guests. They came here from far away. There’s no way they could’ve seen your horsey.”
Akiesha opened her mouth to pout some more, but just then a woman with honey colored hair strode out from a house bored into the trunk of an oversized tree and grabbed hold of the little girl’s hand.
“Young lady, what are you doing?” she said.
“You told me to ask everyone,” Akiesha said.
“These people are strangers, baby.” She glanced up hurriedly and flashed Jack a harried smile. “No offense of course.”
“None taken,” Jack said.
“It was nice meeting you, I’m Juliana,” the woman said.
“I’m Jack.”
The other two made their introductions, and with a final wave Juliana took her daughter and walked away. They passed the rest of the way to their appointed hut without incident. Jack was vaguely aware of the other two talking about dinner with Robert, but to that he paid no mind. With his eyes heavy, and his mind dull, he collapsed onto one of the pallets and instantly fell into a deep sleep.
He awoke to faint moonbeams that passed through the hut’s window. Alina and Julie lay to either side of him. Both were fast asleep. While Julie had her blanket tucked all the way up to her chin, Alina had kicked hers off sometime during the night. She wore only her small clothes.
Thinking back to their tryst, Jack watched her. A heady warmth suffused his body, and he stiffened.
AI Note: Bonding activities may be undertaken later. Energy levels are in need of replenishment.
Jack pressed his palm to his mouth and stifled a yawn. The God was correct. Folding his legs into the lotus position, he began the process of draining his mind of thoughts. A frown flitted across his face. It hadn’t taken long to clear away most of the ideas crowding his mind, but two stubbornly remained: the image of those tall, waving corn stalks and the feel of the woman’s fingers interlocking with his.
Iowa.
The word clung to him like dried egg yolk. 
Was that her name?
His muscles twisted in frustration. What was her significance? Was she a friend, a mother, a lover, a sister, or a daughter? Was this ‘Iowa’ still alive?
The AI was no help. 
Neither Gods nor men can aid me. Surrounded by people, yet in so many ways I am alone, Jack thought.
The events of the past few days had left him with little time to gather information and reflect. He gritted his teeth and reflected that now was the worst time to think on these things. Night had a way of magnifying his mental torments. Shadows cast longer in the waning light.
Through sheer force of will, he buried this mysterious Iowa deep within his memory. 
Then he meditated.




Chapter 19


“Slow down!” Christine yelled. 
If Lauren heard her, she didn’t take heed of her cries. Giggling like a madwoman, she darted and ducked beneath the wizened tree boughs. A chill ran down her spine. Lauren had grown increasingly off kilter ever since they’d washed up on the river bank. But now she was ignoring her altogether, and with the daylight fading on the horizon, Christine was afraid she’d lose her friend in the dark.
“Lauren!” she shouted, but to no avail.
She rushed forward, all too aware that she’d long since left the river behind. The two were well and truly lost. Beyond the grimacing trees, a cave rose up from the ground. Little more than a worn stone thrice the height of a man, a long black gash scarred its front.
With a giggle and a leap, Lauren rushed through the opening and lost herself in the blackness. 
Christine gave a frustrated cry. Her worst suspicions were confirmed. Lauren was bewitched. There could be no other explanation. Immature as she was, Christine knew even Lauren wouldn’t take a prank this far. 
She bit down on her lower lip and considered her options, though even as she did, she knew that only one existed in truth: she had to go in there and pull her out, even if it cost her her life.
Silly though she was, Lauren had grown up alongside her. The two had a friendship forged in shared struggles, and with the possibility that Julie might be gone forever, she simply couldn’t afford to lose yet another person dear to her.
Christine cast about for a weapon. She settled on a stone that fit neatly in her palm, and a slender, club-like branch. The stone was smooth and cool on the side facing her skin. Jagged knurls faced outwards. 
With trepidation thrumming within her heart, she stepped into the cavern. Pale white flashed. She brought her club up in a defensive stroke. It broke, and something hard made contact with her throat, cutting off her cry.
Christine fell, and from deep within the cave laughter echoed.




Chapter 20


Breakfast was a curious white paste smeared on a broad, waxy leaf. Jack ate it without complaint or interest. All of his thoughts were fixed on Christine and Lauren.  
“All done?” Janice said.
“Yes.”
Jack placed his leaf on the split log that served as the camp’s communal table and stood up. 
“Good, we’ve put together packs for you.” She jerked her head to the side where three burlap sacks sat in a pile. Alina walked over and slung two across her shoulders.
Jack raised an eyebrow. 
“I’m not about to let anyone slow me down,” she said. 
Jack walked over and silently slipped one of the packs off her shoulder. Then he put on the other pack lying on the ground. 
“Hey, what about me?” Julie said.
“You can take one when I get tired,” Jack said cheerfully, fully intending to do no such thing.
“You can’t just treat me like a baby,” Julie said.
She huffed as her cheeks flushed a deep red. To Jack’s surprise, she strode straight over and grabbed the heavier of the two packs from his shoulders.
“Here, I’ll trade with you,” Jack said.
He moved to take the pack from Julie, but she swatted his hand away. “I’m fine, thank you.”
“If you three are done, we’ll get this show on the road,” Janice said. 
“Where’s Robert?” Jack said.
“He’s been assigned to foraging duty.” Janice’s forehead creased ever so slightly. “The all-Mother often works in strange, and sometimes frustrating, ways.”
New Quest Activated: Clear the dungeon. 
Quest Bonus: Acquire the ring.
Cerebral Cage Status: Active (until end of quest)
AI Note: All is not as it seems. Be wary.
Jack smacked the side of his head and let out a frustrated cry. As he pulled his hand away, he became aware of the looks he was attracting.
“What is it?” Julie said.
“The God inside my head is cryptic, as usual,” Jack said.
“A God?” Janice said, her interest piqued. She turned to Alina. “You did not tell me your traveling companion was insane. How fascinating, I have always wanted to meet a crazy man.”
“He’s not crazy,” Julie said, a touch too defensively. “There really is a God inside of his head. His name is Aye.”
Janice looked to Alina. She nodded in confirmation. 
“You should see him in action. I cannot say if it is divine possession, or some fell witchcraft at play, but a power is working in Jack,” Alina said.
“Let’s continue this conversation on the road,” Jack said.
“Right,” Janice said. 
She plucked a whistle that hung from a string around her neck and put it to her lips. She blew down hard, and a dry humming sound filled the air. A nearby tree branch shook and a raven swooped and landed before her. It raised its head and cawed. Janice dropped the necklace and let it bounce against her chest.
“What’s this?” Jack said.
A broad smile filled Janice’s face. “We have eyes in the trees. Yesterday afternoon, two women were spotted on the banks of the Nyptr river ten leagues hence. They were followed into a cave. It is to there we head.”
“You can understand them?” Alina said.
Janice tapped the side of her head. “I was born with a weak psychic connection. It’s one of the reasons I had to flee castle society.”
“Wait, why?” Jack said.
“What do you mean why?” Janice said.
“Don’t mind him. His memory has been wiped,” Alina said.
“So, how much do you know?” Janice said.
“Precious little,” Jack said. “My life begins maybe a week prior when I awoke in a strange bed. All else is obscured to me, though I have a lingering memory of a woman I once loved. Her name is Iowa.”
“A pretty name,” Janice said.
The bird flitted off, landing on a low bough nearby. He turned his head and squawked. The four followed the bird. When they came close, it swooped over to another bough, and in this manner they continued through the forest.
“So, it’s true you know nothing of this land?” Janice said. 
Jack shook his head from side to side. 
“Fascinating. If you haven’t guessed already, we are outlaws from Lord Bhal and his tyrannical reign,” she said.
Jack tapped his chin. “Bhal- is that the fat man I met back at the castle?”
“No,” Alina interjected. “He is Baron Zhe, one of Bhal’s minor minions. By law and custom, he should be living on his family’s estate among the serfs who toil relentlessly day in and day out to pad his fat belly.”
“But everything’s gone to shit!” Julie said.
Jack raised his eyebrows at the sudden outburst. Julie’s pale cheeks burned a hot red and she scurried ahead.
“The girl isn’t wrong,” Janice said. “Things have never been good, per se. But, they’ve been better. When Bhal ascended to the throne…” She shuddered. “Well, that was the beginning of the end.”
“He doesn’t care for anyone but himself.”
“He lives in the castle where I fought?” Jack said.
“It is under his domain. Bhal travels frequently,” Janice said. “Every year brings new taxes, and more privations. Last year, he sent agents to the villages to press the menfolk into his army. They came in the Spring time and promised the men would be back by the Fall harvest.
“The war wages on, and those precious few who have returned from the front are injured beyond uselessness.”
“What about Robert?” Jack said.
“In my village, the lord’s agents didn’t stop at pressing the menfolk into combat. They demanded the womenfolk too, but for purposes more nefarious.” She bit her lower lip, and a hazy expression covered her face. “We put them off until the night, promising  them a feast. Well, they got their feast all right. We got them good and drunk in our town hall, barricaded the doors and windows, then set the place on fire.”
She laughed a hollow laugh and for some time there was only silence. Later, Julie rejoined the party. The raven flitted further, keeping always within easy sight of the trio.
They stopped beside the river for lunch. Jack slipped off his boots and planted his feet in the stream. The water ran pleasant and cool over his tired flesh.
Janice joined him, splashing water against his calf in the process.
“We fled after that night. Robert, I, and some of the other villagers decided to take our chances in the forest. We’d rather be eaten by the beasts of the field than succumb to Lord Bhal’s avarice.
“We settled here, and as moths to a flame we gathered those discontented by the dark lord’s reign.”
“And the all-Mother?” Jack said.
“She was our village’s seer, a wise-woman whose vision extends to realms beyond ours. We brought her out here on the back of a donkey,” Janice said.
The sun dappled diffuse across the top of the river. It was bright and pretty, like tumbled diamonds running so clear and swift.
“I believe I’m here for a purpose,” Jack said.
“And what would that be?” Julie said, settling in beside him. Too shy to hike up her skirt, she neatly folded her legs under her body as she sat beside him. Her forearm brushed against his, sending electric tingles through his body.
She awkwardly scooted away, though he wished she wouldn’t.
“He’s an incarnation of the redeemer,” Alina announced loudly. 
Slipping in behind Jack, she folded her legs around his waist. Jack let out a surprised oomph as her arms wrapped over his chest. Pulling herself close to his back in a tight hug, she twisted her head to the side and planted a kiss against his cheek before continuing: “He’s going to kill Bhal and root out the whole corrupt apparatus of lords and lackeys. As it was prophesied.”
Janice looked askance at Alina. “You’re a Fouerist?”
“Is that a crime?” Alina said.
“I mean- yeah, technically it is,” Julie answered.
Jack felt very out of his depth. “What’s that?”
“Members of a cult,” Janice said dismissively. “Their leader was executed for treason, along with forty seven of his most ardent followers.”
“Fouerism may have gone underground, but it was not eradicated,” Alina said. A hint of pride colored her voice. “We believe in the unity of all things, and the ever present danger poised by corruption.”
“Basically, they think that our current political arrangement is blasphemous, that peasants and craftsmen should operate under a system of cooperative landholding, and that a powerful hero will descend from the heavens with a mandate to eradicate all that is evil and usher in a new, golden age,” Janice said.
“Is that why you bonded with me?” Jack said.
Julie’s eyes widened. “You two slept together!”
“Only once, though,” Alina tightened her grip around his chest, “I’m hoping that will change soon. Imagine me, mother to the redeemer’s child.”
She shivered. Jack was unsure if he should be afraid or aroused. In truth, he felt both.
“Sure, at first I just thought you might make a good bet. But watching you perform in the arena, I felt something I’d never felt before. Then I put two and two together from the conversation I’d had with Omius and well.” She shrugged.
“But, I don’t remember anything about being a redeemer,” Jack protested.
“The redeemer shall not know of his mission, for he exists in purity. Book of omens, chapter seven, verse forty-two,” Alina said.
She ground her crotch tight against his lower back.
“Existing in purity, eh?” Janice said.
AI Note: You are not the redeemer.
Jack opened his mouth to relay this new information when a second string of words flashed across his consciousness.
AI Note: Addendum: Embracing the role of redeemer is beneficial to your quest.
What does that mean? Jack thought.
It means pretend, doofus.
The raven cawed and Janice rose to her feet. “We really should be off.”
“So soon?” Alina said. The former guard was enthusiastically grinding her crotch against Jack’s lower back.
A host of strong feelings accompanied the growing pressure in his midsection. Jack leapt to his feet, splashing the girls in the process. “Daylight’s wasting!”
“Eek,” Julie squealed.
She strode off towards the raven, picking up her pack in mid-stride. Jack hastily dried his feet on the grass, before slipping back into his boots and following after her.
His mind was awash with this new information. He did believe that he was here for a purpose, and that purpose extended beyond clearing a dungeon or capturing an elixir. Whoever this Lord Bhal was, if he forced men to fight for his own amusement that was reason enough to end him, to say nothing of war and taxes.
But there was still so much he did not know. So many half-formed ideas that teased his mind. 
They passed the rest of the day in an easy silence. The exercise relaxed Jack, taking his mind elsewhere. They camped that night along the bank of the river. After a simple but heartening dinner of boiled tubers and dried meat, they set out their blankets.
Jack volunteered for the first watch. The other girls muttered their assent, and Jack found a large, flat stone set back a small ways from the camp. Shaded from the moonbeams overhead, it was the perfect place to observe and be unobserved.
Slowing his breath until he was in a near meditative state, he watched the girls and the turn of the sky. When the moon had drifted a quarter of the way across the sky, he passed back into camp and jostled Alina’s shoulder. Her eyes flicked open and met his.
“It’s your watch,” Jack said.
She darted out and grabbed his hand in hers. Jack’s mouth went dry. Drawing his palm across her chest, she leaned her head back and sighed. Her voice rang soft and yearning across the still night air.
She pulled her hand free from his. Jack continued the journey down. Reaching her tunic’s hemline, he pulled up, revealing a delicious expanse of milky white skin. Higher and higher he tugged. Creamy inches peaked out from her flat belly. Her tunic caught on her breasts. After a brief and  sudden tug of resistance, they popped full into view. Compact, lovely, and topped each by a luscious pink nipple.
Leaning forward, he took her right breast in his mouth. She tilted her head back, and let loose with a powerful sigh. Jack suckled and teased, swirling his tongue in delicate crescent moon shapes along the ridge of her areolae. 
Her eyelids shuttered, and moans of sheer pleasure rose from her lips.
Jack gently guided her to the ground. Straddling her waist, he pulled his tunic over his head, revealing his muscled torso. The pale moonbeams backlit his form as he leaned down and enveloped her lips in a full kiss.
Her bare chest grazed his. The tips of her nipples ran rough across his skin. Twisting his head to the side, he planted a string of kisses across the hollow of her neck, down her shoulders, to her chest where he again lightly nibbled at her nipples. Then he traveled further steadily downward. All the while, he steadily ground his crotch against hers, his swelling manhood pushing out through his breeches, until it was no longer possible to maintain his position, and he was forced to retreat down the length of her supple legs.
Reaching her hips, he lifted his head ever so slightly, and hooked his fingers through the waistband of her tights. A wolfish grin crossed his face as he steadily tugged them down to her ankles revealing her tender mound. A tuft of wispy blonde hair covered its surface.
Jack planted his face between her thighs. She gasped and writhed. Her hands found the back of his head and she guided him, his tongue darting in and out from her most secret places. 
“Yes, yes, yes,” she said, in an unbroken, muffled stream.
Her legs quivered and wobbled. Waves of pleasure soared up through her body. Then she was coming against his face. Over and over again in a cacophony of convulsing ecstasy.
Jack lapped eagerly at her juices, teasing her, tasting her. Finally, he lifted his head, and slid his body over hers, so that they were parallel to one another.
Her hand shot down and fitted over his cock. Then she was eagerly fitting him inside of her. Jack’s smirk broke as a powerful animal pleasure broke over him. Bucking his hips, he slipped and soared through her tenderness. 
Wet and powerful, he glided between her thighs. With his palms planted against the rough dirt, he hovered inches above her hot body. Her eyes smiled and glowed. All barriers were stripped away, and she looked at him with nothing more than lust and an inarticulable trust.
A rapturous cyclone swept up through his cock, into his belly, cascading through his chest before branching out to every nook and cranny in his body. He erupted deep inside of her. 
He quivered. She stilled.
Rolling off her body, they lay side by side on the cold ground, and looked up at the stars. Alina rolled in against his chest. He extended his arm and wrapped her body tight to his.
Together they lay, and together they shared warmth. Overhead, the stars shone bright and hard in the velvet black sky.




Chapter 21


They found the tracks the other girls had made on the muddy bank before noon the next day. As they followed them through the misty carpet and between the gnarled trees, a faint trepidation rose in Jack’s chest, and steadily intensified.  
“Ugh, this is like something out of old lady Sheral’s stories,” Julie said. 
“What’s that?” Jack said.
“She used to scare all the children in my village with stories about monsters. And they were always set in places like this,” she said.
Jack looked around. He had to admit that this was far from a desirable location for pretty much anything except scaring small children. Wizened trees hunched black and scarred against the soil, their boughs twisted and lifeless. 
“What stories did she tell?” Janice said.
“Hmmm, I don’t know if I want to say. I might scare myself even more,” Julie said. 
“You don’t need to be afraid with me around,” Alina said.
“C’mon, it’ll help pass the time. I’m sure Jack would be interested,” Janice said.
She winked and Julie blushed. 
“I’d love to hear your tales,” Jack said, trying his best to be encouraging.
“Well, there was the one about the cicadas,” she said.
“Go on,” Janice said.
“They live underground for seventeen years, big, ugly things with tearing claws and crushing beaks.”
“I don’t see how they can do much damage if they live underground,” Alina said.
“Let the girl talk,” Janice said.
“Sorry,” Alina said.
Julie coughed. “Right, as I was saying, they live underground, eating the roots of trees and anyone unlucky enough to stumble upon one of their tunnels. But every seventeenth year, they journey above the surface to molt. When they rise out from their tunnels, they’re hungry. Oh so hungry. And if they should come across a misbehaving child…”
Alina jumped in front of Julie. “Boo!” 
“Eeek!” Julie yelled.
Both of her hands flew to her mouth. 
“Enough of that nonsense,” Janice said.
“Ah, it was just a joke. Don’t be so sensitive,” Alina said.
“Alina,” Jack said.
He shook his head sharply. His mouth was turned down in disappointment. 
“Ah, you guys are no fun.” Alina turned to walk away. Jack reached out and grabbed her by the wrist.
“No,” he said.
She turned, surprise lighting her eyes. “What?”
“We’re a team. You don’t just walk away from your team. Now apologize.”
A bestial anger lit up her features, and for a second Jack feared he would have another fight on his hands. Through sheer force of will, she forced a smile, though Jack noted it didn’t quite reach her eyes.
“I apologize. This is a holy mission, after all.” She turned to Julie. “Forgive me, sister. I allowed myself to get carried away. It won’t happen again.”
“Yeah, we’re good. Whatever,” Julie answered.
Her words came a hair too quickly, and though Jack knew little of this land nor its peoples, he was a man and thus imbued with an instinctive understanding that oftentimes when a woman said everything was alright, things were not in fact alright.
“Please let go of me,” Alina said coolly.
Jack looked down and was surprised to see that he was still holding onto Alina’s wrist. He let go. She turned and stalked away. Jack shook his head. He’d have to deal with her later, but right now he had more important matters to attend to.
He walked over to Julie. “Are you okay?” 
“What? Me? Yeah!” She practically jumped out of her skin as she fast-walked away from Jack.
“You have some way with women,” Janice said.
“The God in my head is strangely silent on the matter,” Jack said.
“Even Gods struggle with us. Don’t let it get you down.” She chuckled and the two walked in companionable silence for a time. 
The raven had disappeared, though his periodic cries kept them on track. A hazy mist hung in the air, but it was not so thick that they couldn’t keep track of Julie and Alina. The two were spaced evenly apart, both in their own little bubbles. 
From a safety standpoint, Jack thought they’d be better in a group. Though at present the danger the two posed to each other superseded any possible attack.
The raven bleated three times in quick succession. 
“That’s the signal,” Janice said.
She broke into a jog, and Jack followed suit. They quickly caught up to the other two. Loose soil crunched beneath his boots. Jack’s heart pounded. A cold sweat slicked down his arms. They felt uncomfortably clammy beneath his armor.
He stopped. 
The raven was perched above a cave. Its beady eyes glistened. It raised its head and blasted off three more cries. Then it shot off into the sky.
“It will eat and rest. When we return with the girls it will be here, waiting for us,” Janice said.
“They’re definitely in there,” Jack said.
“The ravens are never wrong,” Janice said.
Jack dropped his pack and grabbed his ax. 
“Let’s get this taken care of.” He rolled out his shoulders and started for the cave.




Chapter 22


“Yuck!” Julie said. 
“Don’t step on the grubs,” Alina said.
Julie lifted her boot and cast a sad look down at her foot. A gooey white pus-like substance dripped from her sole.  “Thanks for the information.”
“No worries.”
At least they seem past their little disagreement, Jack thought.
He worried about Julie. The girl was sweet, but almost painfully shy. He had had a half mind to leave her behind in the village, but Christine and Lauren were her friends after all.
“Jack, look out!” Janice said.
Jack looked down and wrinkled his nose. The crystals hanging from the cavern walls illuminated a puppy sized grub that slithered out beneath his upraised foot. 
“Thanks,” he said.
He carefully extended his foot beyond the grub and stepped over it. The ugly, slimy bug ignored his existence, lost as it was in its ugly, slimy world.
“Why are there so many grubs here?” Julie said.
“There’s probably a beetle queen,” Janice said. “Speaking of which, be on guard. There’s no telling what nasty creatures might lurk here.”
“Ugh, why couldn’t they go somewhere normal,” Julie said.
“We’ll have to ask them when we find them,” Jack said lightly.
He too harbored his doubts over this entire enterprise. Something about this place seemed off to him. Not for the first time that day, he pushed back against the milky white wall that enclosed his memory. It refused to budge.
Why am I doing this? Who are these women to me?
The unwelcome thoughts crept over his mind. Jack forced them back. They had taken care of him when he was in need. He would return the favor. That was to say nothing of the way his heartbeat quickened when he thought of Lauren and her spread legs.
Something scurried in the darkness. Jack tensed. 
“Alina, Janice, to me,” he called. 
The two women coalesced around him. Alina stood off to his left, while Janice took the right.
“What about me?” Julie said.
“Stay back and try not to get in the way,” he said.
“I can fight!”
“Take my left flank then,” Jack said.
He wasn’t entirely confident in her abilities, but he knew that at least Alina would keep her safe. Julie had just scrambled into position when a rottweiler sized beetle rocketed across the tunnel like a glistening black comet. 
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Agility: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Bringing the ax down, he swung it back up in a vicious uppercut that sliced clean through the beetle’s midsection. Neon green goop splattered outwards in a misting cloud. Every nerve in his body was electrified. A distant roar echoed down the tunnel. Jack was surprised to realize that it had issued from his own throat.
The scuttle of a thousand dry rustling feet echoed through the tunnel. Janice leveled her spear and took two steps up. On the left, Alina followed suit. Julie took a deep dry gulp and came up beside her, completing the killing vortex.
The beetles fell upon them like so many hailstones on a stone plain. A strange and excitable warmth surged through Jack’s veins. He lost himself to the joy of the kill. A sensation akin to sexual pleasure swept up through his veins, and he felt alive and sharp. Pain tore at him where the beetles darted through his defenses, but their tearing beaks were numb and distant, a pale shadow beneath the burning heat of his killing madness.
Jack darted under a reaching limb, and slammed up with the side of his ax, crunching through the beetle’s thorax. He caught its corpse on his shoulder and shoved it out of the way. Stepping to the side, he used his momentum to redirect his ax in a horizontal blow. It split clean through the next beetle. An inhuman squeal accompanied its death. 
A shiver passed over him, and the cold, dewey sweat upon his skin rippled and ran. He dodged and ducked, always swinging. The ax became an extension of his body. His movements reduced to a sequence of tight contractions and sweeping cuts, each resulting in a punishing terror to the crawling beetles.
The tide turned. Their primitive minds lit with fear and the beetles fled, but to no avail. Jack knew death, and the veil between the two worlds rubbed thinnest where he stood.
“Slow down!” Julie cried.
Jack stopped. His brow knit together. Like a diver submerged deep beneath the waves, he could not be sure of the voice’s provenance nor reality. 
“Wait for me!” she said.
AI Note:Reversion to baseline is in effect.
A wave of dizziness swept over him. Strength ran from his body, and the ax fell from his grip. He crumpled. Jack’s breath came hurried. He planted his palms against his knees, and it was only through sheer force of will that he prevented himself from falling over entirely. Pitter pattering steps sounded from behind him.
“I got you, big guy,” Alina said.
Her arms slid under his as she steadied his wavering body. A second later, Julie arrived and she took hold of his other half. Together, the two women directed him towards the tunnel wall and gently set him down against its side.
Jack slunk onto his ass and pressed his face between his knees. The expansive strength had shrunk to a slender tendril which he directed inwards to his heaving lungs. Through sheer force of will, he quelled his rapid fire breathing. When he’d brought it under control, he moved out to his legs. Pushing back against the pain that gripped his thighs, he stood. Cold stone pressed heavily against his back. Jack sighed and slapped his chest three times in quick succession.
“Do you need to rest?” Julie said.
“Later,” Jack said. “Where’s Janice?”
“Over here,” Janice called from further down the tunnel. 
Jack staggered over to the source of the voice. Alina quickly caught up with him. Bringing her body against his, she supported him. Julie trailed behind. She touched her finger to her lower lip, a look of uncertainty danced across her eyes.
Janice stood at the edge of a ledge. Past that point, the ground descended steeply, splitting off into three roughly circular tunnels. 
“Just great,” Janice muttered. “Which are we supposed to go down?”
Alina squeezed Jack’s right bicep. “Ask the God in your head.”
“I’ll try,” Jack said.
He closed his eyes.
Oh divine lord, bless me with your wisdom.
AI Note: Don’t be weird. 
Jack’s forehead creased. He thought his last message had been respectfully communicated. He would have to step up his game if he wanted to impress the great spirit. I shall try my best. Now I beseech thee, shower me with your divine wisdom oh great one.
A deep sigh echoed through his mind. It reminded Jack of a calming wind dancing across the surface of a lake. His beseechment had worked, he concluded. 
He had not been weird.
AI Note: The middle tunnel will take you to the beetle’s lair. Dont’ go down there, unless you fancy being torn limb from limb. The tunnel on the left will take you to your friends. Beware, a powerful presence inhabits that space.
And the right hand tunnel? Jack thought.
AI Note: Do not go down there.
Why?
There was no answer. The God had fallen silent. 
“Jack?” Alina said.
“The one on the left,” Jack said.
“Are you sure?” Janice said sharply.
“Yes.”
“I’ll go first,” Alina said. 
“No.” Jack stepped free of her grip and rolled his shoulders. Most of his energy had returned. A small amount of soreness remained in his muscles. He stretched his arms out to either side and swirled them in little circles. 
The small aches fled. Feeling loose and limber, he picked up his ax and walked over to the edge.
“Are you sure about this?” Janice said.
Jack jumped without answering. The darkness rose up and swallowed him.




Chapter 23


Jack landed in a richly adorned room. Satin blankets were draped across the bed. Richly decorated murals covered the walls. While a part of him knew that he was back in the chamber where the three girls had been kept, he was having a hard time accepting it. 
“Jack!” Lauren cried.
Jack blinked. Lauren lay completely nude on the bed. Propped up on her side, she cast him a sultry stare. 
“Where are your clothes?” Jack said.
“I lost them,” she said.
She batted her eyes alluringly at him. 
“Oh.” Jack shifted his weight from one foot to the other, then back again. “Shall I help you find them?”
She swept her leg around, and rose to her feet. Jack bit down on his lower lip as her lower lips came into view. She strode across the room, and slipped a finger beneath his chin. 
“C’mon handsome, I’m so cold.”  She took his hand and planted it on her hip. “Warm me up, will you?”
A feeling of total intoxication came over him. He moved his hand around to her backside, and cupped her right ass cheek. She giggled and stepped closer. Her right hand traced an aimless pattern on his chest. Her other slipped around his cock.
“Jack, that’s not me!” Lauren said.
Lauren’s lips hadn’t moved. Jack spun around, his hand still fixed to Lauren’s flank.
“What was that?” he said. 
“She’s an imposter!” Lauren’s voice emanated through the wall.
“What is it, baby?” Lauren cupped his cheek, and tried to bring his face back around to him.
Jack grabbed her hand. Bringing it low, he twisted it back and to the side. 
“Where’s Lauren,” he said.
“I am Lauren.”
“Oof!” Alina said. 
Jack spun around. Lauren took advantage of the opening to pull her hand back and retreat towards the bed. Scowling, she sat down and crossed her legs. For once, Jack wasn’t distracted by the spectacle. His eyes were trained on Alina as she plopped down at the back of the room.
She rubbed the back of her head. “What the hell?”
A second later, Julie then Janice popped down beside her. 
“Ouch,” Julie said ruefully. 
She gently massaged her ass, as she moved around to Jack’s side. Janice’s eyes darted around the room. She brandished her spear and pressed her back into a corner. 
Her pupils dilated, and her breath came in frantic spurts. “Why do you just stand there?”
“What do you mean?” Alina said.
“The beetles, by the Gods. Jack look out!” she said.
“There are no beetles in this room,” Jack said. A thought popped into his mind. “Alina, what do you see?”
“A lot of rock.” She squinted. “What are you on about?”
Jack ran his tongue over his upper lip. “We are in an illusion. I see a castle chamber. Julie, what do you see?”
“I also see the room from the castle,” she said.
“So, that makes two of us at least.” 
Jack trained his eyes on Lauren. The nude woman had not moved since she’d sat on the bed, though a harsh, almost reptilian look had entered her eyes.
“You are not my companion,” he said.
“No.”
“You are a witch?”
“Close enough.” She sighed and stood up. A purple robe shimmered into existence. It extended from just below her chin to her ankles. In spite of the present situation, Jack was sad to see her cover up. 
Her face melted and ran together, and all thoughts of the nude woman who’d stood before him only moments earlier left his mind. Lauren’s face compressed, her mouth became tight and pert. All the color drained away from her irises,leaving them moonbeam pale. 
The runny softness disappeared from her skin, and her features solidified. She opened and closed her mouth several times, as if she was testing to see if it still worked.
“I am a bogart,” she said.
“A bo-what?” Jack asked.
“She’s the bitch holding us hostage!” Christine cried.
The bogart flashed an annoyed glance at the wall. 
“I said no talking!” she said loudly, before continuing on in a quieter tone: “I should’ve given them the poison when I had the chance.”
“You will not poison my friends!” Jack said.
“Yeah, don’t poison us!” Lauren said.
The bogart waved her hand. “Please, it’s merely a mild sedative. Nothing dangerous. Well, nothing too dangerous.”
“Do you have a name?” Julie asked.
A broad smile split her face. “That’s the first polite question I’ve heard today. I do in fact have a name, young lady. I am known throughout the four corners of the world by many monikers: Sheiloth the wise, Gorgonanth the terrible, Ishtar the destroyer, but you may call me by my given name: Shelly.”
“Please release my friends, uhm, Shelly,” Jack said.
Shelly reached up and twirled a finger through a lock of her hair. “For a price.”
“And that would be?”
“I’ve been keeping an eye on you ever since you entered my planet’s orbit,” she said, ignoring the question.
Alina leaned over and whispered in Jack’s ear. “Pssst, what’s an orbit?” 
His mouth stretched into a grimace. The word rang familiar in his memory, but when he tried to penetrate deeper, he reached only visions of waving yellow grain and a clear blue sky so high and light it might as well have been painted glass. Beyond that was the familiar, frustrating milky whiteness.
He ground his teeth together in frustration. “I don’t know.”
The bogart continued, “You hold otherworldly power within your body,” her eyes narrowed, “within your seed. You will give me a star child, and in exchange I will give you the girls.”
“I’m sorry, but I do not have a child from the stars,” Jack said.
Alina elbowed him just below the ribcage. “She wants you to fuck her.”
“Oh.” Jack’s nose wrinkled in confusion. “Is that like bonding?”
“Yes, it’s bonding,” Alina said. Exasperation entered her voice.
He’s lucky he’s handsome, she thought.
Jack gave the woman an appraising once over. Though she lacked Lauren’s generous bust and curves, her trim figure was intriguing nonetheless.
“I’ll do it. I shall sacrifice myself for the good of my friends,” Jack announced. 
Alina smirked. “Sure thing, big guy.”
Shelly raised an eyebrow. “Oh, he’s big?”
“I’ll leave that for you to find out,” Alina said.
“Very well,” the bogart said.
Her robe shimmered in a dazzling display of silver sparkles. Jack shielded his eyes against the sudden onslaught. He lowered his arm, and his breath caught in his throat.
She was beautiful.
Slim, lithe, with a flat, pale tummy, and a neatly shaven V between her legs, the bogart flashed Jack a seductive stare. A chill ran across his chest. He looked down and pursed his lips.
His clothes had disappeared. Below the waist, his manhood slowly hardened.
She stopped a foot before Jack and wrapped her hand around his half-erect cock. Pumping slowly, she never once broke eye contact.
"Tell me Jack." She slid her tongue around the edge of her mouth. A smile danced across her eyes. "Have you ever been with a shapeshifter before?"
"I don't remember," Jack said with a shrug.
She pursed her lips. For a second, the seductive facade fell away to be replaced by genuine confusion. "Not the answer I was expecting, but okay."
"Don't expect any grand gestures or sweet talk from Jack. He's not built that way," Alina said.
Shelly glanced down at Jack's hardening member and naked lust returned to her eyes. "That's okay. I can see you're built in other ways."
Without further prelude, she dropped to her knees and took the full length of his manhood into her mouth. The slick insides of her mouth wrapped around his cock. Pumping her head back and forth, she slowly took him deeper and deeper into her throat.
Jack stared down at the bogart unbelieving. 
This isn't how babies are made!
The thought sprang unbidden into his mind, curiously at odds with the wave of sensations that were coursing up through his midsection.
With a seductive pop, she pulled her head back and flashed Jack a wolfish smile. "No, I don't suppose this is how it's done. But, all good things come in time, eh? Give me enough time and you’ll coming in me."
She rose. Planting one hand on Jack's cock, she turned and led him across the room towards the bed. Jack stared, entranced by her tight bubble butt, and mincing steps, simultaneously confident and delicate.
Reaching the bed, she released his cock and climbed up onto its surface. Once she was fully on top, she spread her legs out, forming a pyramid with her shapely ass in the center. Her damp sex stared enticingly back at Jack. 
"Come on, big boy. Show me what you're made of," she said.
She turned her head ever so slightly, looking over her shoulder and flashing Jack a sultry stare.
Barely in control of his body, he staggered towards the bed. Planting his cock against her damp opening, he plunged into her, swift and smooth.
He gasped. A tidal wave of pleasure tore up through his belly, spread across his chest, and he felt warm and powerful.  He reached out and gripped her hips. Pulling her close to him, he began to pulse in slow, rhythmic undulations. Each swinging blow brought his cock deeper into her and brought another surging wave of ambrosia seeping into his veins.
The curved expanse of her back, taut and smooth. So smooth. Blemishless, white skin. Cascading moonbeam hair. The ripple of her skin. The turn of her head. Naked desire writ large across her face.
The cascading sensations tumbled through his mind. Fragmented. Disconnected. Powerful. He plunged forward, giving her his all. Planting his chest flush to her back, he reached across and wrapped his hand lightly around her throat. Oh so lightly. Yet in that touch was a promise of power constrained. A great well of strength that could be unleashed in the blink of an eye.
He turned her head to his and they kissed, him trapped inside her, as close as two humans could be.
Their tongues spun in an aching display, and then he pulled back. His hips thrust and thrust, and they came together in unison.
With smooth, business-like motions she pulled away and sat on the bed. With nothing else to do, he sat beside her. 
She formed her hand into a ball and propped her chin beneath it.
"That was a good fuck," she said.
"Thank you."
She tilted her head and laughed. 
"What?" he said.
She shook her head, a smile dancing across her eyes. "Nothing. You're adorable, that's all." Reaching out, she tickled her forefinger beneath his chin. "And I should be thanking you. After all, you gave me the star child."
Jack looked away, suddenly feeling uncomfortable, and all too cognisant of the fact that his female companions were still trapped within the wall.
"Well, if you wouldn't mind freeing my friends," he said.
She pulled her finger away and held it up. "In a second, first I have a gift for you."
She twisted her hand in a tight circle. A silver ring appeared between her forefinger and thumb.
"Here, take it," she said, proffering the ring. 
Jack slid it onto his ring finger. "Uhm, thanks."
"It's magic," she said. "Here, give it a twist. But, not while you're facing me."
Jack turned and obeyed. His eyes widened as a bastard sword extended from his closed fist. The length of its blade was a beautiful, blinding crystal.
"What is it?" Jack said.
"A tool," the bogart said with a smirk. "You didn't think I was going to release you into the wilderness without a means of defending yourself?"
"I, uhm."
"Before you hurt yourself." She reached across his lap and gently twisted his ring again. The sword vanished, and Jack became intensely aware that the back of her arm was mere inches above his half-hard cock.
She bit her lower lip and gave it a longing stare. 
"If only we had more time," she muttered, shaking her head.
"What? Why?" Jack said.
Shelly gave him a strange look. "Perhaps God blessed men with only one brain."
Jack didn't know what to make of her cryptic message.
AI Note: She's calling you stupid.
Jack shook his head. That simply didn't make sense. The bogart was his friend. After all, she'd just given him a shiny new sword.
"The God inside of my head told me that you insinuated my cerebral capacities were wanting. However, I know that not to be true for we are good friends now," Jack said.
He flashed her a winning smile. Shelly sighed and again that strange look crossed her face.
"Go to sleep, Jack," she said.
She reached out and drew her hand across his face. Her fingers swept his eyelids down and darkness ensconced him.




Chapter 24


Jack and the others awoke along the river bank. Sitting up with a groan, Jack rubbed the back of his head. 
“What a dream I had,” he said.
“Did your dream involve having sex with a shapeshifter?” Janice asked.
“You had dream sex with her as well?” Jack said.
“At least he’s not saying bonding anymore,” Alina said.
Lauren pouted. “When are you going to bond with me, Jackie? Some ugly shapeshifter flashes you her tits, calls you retarded, and you just jump in bed with her?”
“She didn’t call me retarded! We’re friends. Good friends,” Jack said. 
A hand touched Jack’s shoulder. He looked up into Christine’s clear eyes. “Thank you for saving me.”
Jack scratched the back of his head. “Of course, you would’ve done the same for me.”
Christine looked down and blushed. Jack did not know what to make of this strange behavior. Rising to his feet, he cast about him. The mist which had carpeted the ground on their journey to the cave was gone, and where the forest had been creepy before, now it was merely tired and sad. A blackbird squawked from the other side of the river.
“He’s come to take us home,” Janice said.
Without further ado, she started off in the direction of the raven. The others followed. The journey back was muted. After catching up on all that had occurred, the party descended into a tired silence. 
“I can’t wait to sleep in a real bed,” Janice said. She ran her hands through her tangled hair, dislodging a few errant twigs in the process.
“Are we almost there?” Christine asked.
“Just past this tree,” Janice said.
She jogged forward, and pulled back a tree branch. Her hand shot to her mouth.
“What is it?” Jack said.
He wiggled around her, and was confronted by scattered piles of ashes. Amorphous black blobs marked the places where huts had once stood. Angry scars ran up the adjacent tree trunks. 
“Son of a-,” Alina said as she came alongside.the two.
Janice gave an inarticulate cry. A mound of people sat in the middle of the clearing. Robert laid across the top, an arrow protruded from his chest.
Jack reached for Janice. She threw his hand off, and sprinted towards the mound of bodies. He started after her, but Alina held him back.
“Don’t.”
He didn’t.
“I’m going to kill Lord Bhal and every single one of his bastard minions,” Jack said.
“Not by yourself you’re not,” Christine said.
“Yeah,” Lauren said. “I have my own beef to pick with him.”
“Bone, love,” Christine said.
Lauren scowled. “Why would you pick at a bone? You pick at food. Beef is food.”
“No, Christine’s right,” Julie spoke up.
She blushed as everyone turned towards her. Defiance flashed across her eyes. “It’s true. You have a beef with someone when you’re arguing with them.”
“Does the bone come into play after the beef has been eaten?” Jack said.
The conversation had stirred up some mild excitement in his chest. The stubborn white misting wall stretched as thick and opaque as ever. Consequently, any new information was as water to a man dying of thirst trapped atop a sand dune in the middle of a desert beneath a blazing hot sun.
“No one’s eating beef, Jack,” Alina said.
“That makes absolutely no sense,” Jack said.
Janice began to wail. Her cries split the air, and all thoughts of food left their minds. Jack exchanged a look with each woman in turn.
“Later,” he said.
They nodded in acquiescence, and together they walked across the clearing towards Janice. Forming an open circle, they brought her into its center, and embraced her. Like a gale wind in collision with a mountain face, her anger and sadness roared and blew, but did not break beyond the support her friends offered.




Chapter 25


Billy wiggled in his cast iron seat. He’d been waiting already for three hours, and his ass had steadily progressed from sore to numb to uncomfortably wiggly. Hoping no one was watching him through the peephole above the tapestry that was cleverly concealed within a brass sconce, he rocked slowly from side to side. 
The chamber door swung open and he came to an abrupt stop as a scarlet robed man stepped into the room. His head was as smooth and polished as a worn brass door knob. A wispy black goatee trailed from his chin to his chest, bringing to mind Bhal’s nickname: the goat. It was only whispered in dark places. Billy felt a stab of panic in his chest as he tried to force the nickname from his mind. While he didn’t entirely believe the rumors that Bhal was capable of reading minds, he didn’t disbelieve them either.
“I trust you were not kept waiting,” Bhal said.
“Not at all,” Billy said. 
He gulped, and shifted in his seat.
Bhal’s eyes narrowed. “Is that so? Crassius reported that you’ve been sitting here for the past three hours.”
“I-I meant to say that time flies as I erm, contemplated your majesty. Truly, to even be in the presence of your magnanimous figure is–.”
“Enough, enough.” Bhal waved his hand in an annoyed gesture. “If I wanted someone to suck my dick, I’d return to my bedchambers.”
“Yes, very well your lordship,” Billy said. “Your wisdom is truly unfathomable.”
Bhal snorted. Brushing his hands across his lap and down his legs, he smoothed out his robe as he sat down in the bone white chair opposite Billy. Planting his elbows on the meaty portion of his thighs, he intertwined his fingers, and lightly rested his chin across their top. A glimmer of amusement flashed across his red tinted irises.
“You have news for me,” he said.
Billy straightened. “Yes sir, our forces have made contact with the bandit village.”
“And?”
“They’ve been thoroughly eliminated. It wasn’t easy, it took our mages six weeks to concoct the proper potions to see our troops past their sentries. But, thanks to the hard work and collaborative effort of—.”
“By the Gods, enough already.” Bhal raised his head, and made another lazy wave of his hand that ended at his mouth. He stifled a yawn, then threw one leg over the other as he leaned back in his chair. “You talk over much, like a woman.”
“Yes, your grace,” Billy said.
“If I wanted to hear a woman, I’d be back in my bedchambers, getting my dick sucked,” he said.
Billy opened and closed his mouth as he pondered the advisability of telling his lord and master, the magnanimous and wise Lord Bhal that most women find it difficult to speak while performing fellatio. 
“Perhaps you’re wondering how a woman can talk while sucking my dick?” Lord Bhal said.
Billy’s mouth went dry. “I meditate deeply on all the wisdom that you so generously bestow upon me, ‘o lord.”
Bhal pursed his lips. “You did not mention my magnanimity.”
“A thousand apologies.” Billy swung his face towards his knees in a deep and abrupt seated bow, nearly bruising his forehead in the process. 
“Yes, well, nevermind. It is understandable that my considerable wisdom would puzzle a lesser mind. The answer is that there are two women in the room with me. One to perform fellatio, and the other to engage me in conversation. Thus do I stimulate both heads simultaneously,” Lord Bhal said.
Billy stood up and bowed stiffly at the waist. He did this three times in quick succession, giving himself a mild case of vertigo in the process.
“Stop your foolishness,” Lord Bhal said. “Your face is turning green.”
Billy straightened, and forced down the bile that was rising in his throat. “Yes, my lord. It is just that your wisdom is so great. So immense. A simple worm such as myself is not worthy of being in your presence.”
Bhal grunted. “Finally, something sensible has come from your mouth. Sit.”
Billy sat. He folded his hands over his lap and looked at the floor. This audience was going better than expected. Maybe he wouldn’t end up in the stockades afterwards this time.
“There was something else?” Bhal said.
“Yes, a troop of merchants arrived earlier today. They claim to be from a far off land,” Billy said.
“Which one?”
“I’m not sure, my lord.”
“What do you mean, not sure?”
“Everytime we asked them of their provenance, the man mumbled something into his sleeve and coughed loudly.”
“And you did not find this suspicious?”
“They wore turbans, my lord. Only foreigners wear turbans.”
“Hmmm.” Lord Bhal tapped the tips of his fingers against his lips. In his infinite wisdom, the magnanimous lord knew that only a foreigner would be caught dead in a turban. “Very well, and what do they wish to trade?”
“Rare spices and jewels,” Billy said.
“Have they been examined by the castle’s jewelers?” Bhal said.
“The foreigners were very insistent that you be the one to inspect their wares,” Billy said.
Bhal sighed. “You said they wore turbans, correct?”
“Correct.”
“Bring them in and send for the jewelers. I may be possessed of infinite wisdom, but I still appreciate a second opinion.”
“Don’t forget your infinite magnanimity,” Billy offered.
Bhal glared at him. “Do not patronize me, boy.”
“Yes sir! I mean, no sir!” Lord Bhal did not look amused, and a sinking feeling took hold of Billy’s stomach.
The stockades for sure.
Doing his best to banish such thoughts from his mind, Billy jumped from his chair and hurried to the door. The merchants sat in the antechamber outside. Wrapped in flowing white robes replete with veils that left nothing more exposed than a thin slit around the eyes, they sat nestled within a squad of heavily armored troops.
The man made eye contact with Billy, and the knot in his stomach twisted tighter. He looked familiar, though Billy couldn’t place him. 
Maybe this was a mistake, he thought. 
The merchants had been thoroughly searched and no weapons had turned up in the process. 
I should’ve gotten a better bribe.
“It’s forty gold guilders to see his lordship, now,” Billy blurted out.
“What?” the man said.
“You heard me. Pay up, or I’ll send you back to,” Billy coughed into his sleeve. The guard closest to the merchant party rubbed his palms across his thighs in a nervous gesture.
“I don’t have that much money,” the merchant said.
“Billy, buddy. You really gotta take care of this stuff earlier,” the guard said.
Deeply regretting his impulsive decision, but too deep in to call it off, Billy chose to hold firm. “That’s the price. Pay up or get the hell out.”
“No.” 
The merchant made to move around him, and Billy reached for his dagger.
“What fresh idiocy are you engaged in now?” Bhal called sharply from the other room. “Come along, I don’t have all day.”
Billy’s hand fell away from his waist. His mouth stretched into a tight line, and murder shone in his eyes. He could already feel the squelching collision of rotten cabbage against the side of his head.
The merchant strode past him, shoulder checking him in the process. Billy thumped against the wall. His female companions streamed after.
“Sorry pal,” the guard said in a gravelly voice. He patted him on the shoulder as he strode into the room behind them.




Chapter 26


Jack couldn’t believe it’d worked. 
Even with his incomplete memory, he could sense that as plans went, the one he’d engaged in was rather unintelligent. Fortunately, the greed of the soldier he’d dealt with at the gates outweighed his foresight. The last minute request for forty guilders had thrown him- the gold Janice had dug up back at the village was almost gone.
In the end, none of it mattered. They were here. Bhal was in the room with them.
Do or die.
He tapped the side of his thigh. The AI had been curiously quiet ever since they’d arrived at the burned out village. He’d attempted to contact the God several times, and had received only terse, cryptic messages in reply.
Jack didn’t know what a shutdown for routine maintenance was, but he assumed it must be a powerful spell to put a God to sleep. 
He stepped into the next room, and a man who looked remarkably like a billy goat stood to greet him. “I’ve been told you’ve brought spices and jewels for my perusal.”
“Yes, your lordship,” Jack said.
“I must admit I’m curious, what land do you hail from?” Bhal said.
“As you can see we are wearing turbans. This is because we are foreigners,” Alina said, stepping up beside him.
Bhal’s brow knit together. “You sound familiar. Do I know you from somewhere?”
“No,” Christine said. “You would not know us, because we are foreigners who come from the land of,” she mumbled something unintelligible, before coughing twice, loudly into the crook of her arm.
Bhal’s eyes narrowed. “Yes, very good then. Let’s see your wares.”
Jack placed a shoebox sized wooden box on a small table that had been set off to the side. 
“Picture a land far away,” Lauren said.
“Amidst the shifting sands of a distant desert place,” Christine said.
“There exists an oasis,” Julie said.
“Enough of the pageantry. Let’s get this over with,” Bhal said.
Stepping forward, he swung open the lid to the box. He lowered his head and ground his teeth. “This is sand.”
“No, it’s not,” Lauren said hastily. “Here, look!”
She reached into the box and scooped out a handful of sand, which she quickly stuffed in her mouth.
“Yummy,” she said unconvincingly. 
“My dear, your eyes are watering,” Bhal said.
“Because it’s so good!” Alina said.
“Why are you eating sand?” one of the guards said.
A second guard scratched his chin. “It is most curious.”
Jack watched Lauren with mounting trepidation. Her eyes were watering, and the muscles in her face had gone tense. Her nose wrinkled, and her face grew red.
“Ah, ah, ah-choo!” Lauren sneezed a mouthful of wet sand all over Lord Bhal, the magnanimous and wise’s face.
“By the Gods, guards seize her,” he said.
Jack had been waiting for a fortuitous moment. He thought this might be it. Sticking his hand out to the side, he twisted the ring twice around his finger and the cool grip of the crystal sword filled his grip.
“Ya!” he cried, and sprang forward.
Lord Bhal’s eyes went wide as he stumbled back. The sword caught on the fold of his robe, tearing a hole through the cloth. A jolt of frustration tore through Jack. He shot forward, moving to close the distance between him and Bhal, but two guards stepped together, forming a solid wall in between them.
Jack ducked beneath a swinging halberd. Lacking the room to bring his sword around in a swing, he stomped down heavily on the guard’s foot. The guard swore and hopped to the side, knocking back his fellow. 
Jack took advantage of the confusion to step back, and bring his sword around in an overhand arc. It cut through the first guard’s shoulder, slid off his collar bone, and left his neck and head a flopping mess.
AI Note: Power on sequence initiated. Please wait for completion.
There’s no time to wait, Jack thought desperately.
The other guard bellowed as he swung his mace towards Jack. Jack sprung to the side and sank his blade into the guard’s neck. His eyes bulged out, and blood gurgled from his mouth.
Jack raised his leg and kicked down the guard, before sprinting past him. A rectangular opening had formed at the back of the room. He slid through it and dropped into an empty void.




Chapter 27


Jack couldn’t hear himself scream. That was probably a good thing. He had enough on his plate, without worrying about his own overwhelming terror. 
Who just leaves an empty pit in the middle of their castle? 
AI Note: Next time, look before you leap. Assuming there is a next time.
New Quest: Capture Lord Bhal before he completes his escape.
Durability: Enhanced
Jack’s feet sank into something soft and springy. He bounced up and to the side. Everything was a topsy turvy blackness. He spun and landed on his belly. Whatever he was on, it was puffy and covered with a rough canvas.
He pushed himself up, and looked around. 
It was really dark.
He blinked several times as he waited for his night vision to kick in. Off in the distance, he spotted a vaguely human shaped figure hurrying away. Groaning, Jack sat up. Somewhere in his fall he’d lost the sword. He rubbed his stomach as he got to his feet, and ran after the fleeing man.
His leather soled feet slapped against the stony ground. The sharp noise contrasted against his huffing breaths. Flaming tendrils burned his lungs.
I could use a little help right now, he thought.
AI Note: Don’t get your panties in a twist.
Speed: Enhanced
Agility: Enhanced
A fresh burst of energy flowed through his body. The fleeing figure disappeared through a darkened opening. Jack followed after, coming into a short tunnel. The roar of running water sounded from the opposite side.
Blinding yellow light burst across his field of vision. Jack dropped his sword. His hands flew to his face, shielding his eyes against the sudden brightness.
Ocular enhancement: Activated
The pain receded. Jack dropped his hands. Lord Bhal stood in a dragon-prowed longboat no more than a hundred yards distant. He was in the process of frantically unlooping the mooring line. 
“Drop that rope!” Jack yelled.
Bhal’s sweaty head glimmered in the torch light. “I’d rather not.”
Pumping his arms furiously, Jack sprinted down the length of the tunnel, but he was no more than half-way when Bhal threw the end of the rope overboard. The boat swept away on the black current and Bhal’s sinister laughter echoed up and down the tunnel.
“Do not think this is the last you’ve seen of me!” Jack and Bhal said at the same time. 
Their simultaneous cries canceled one another out, leaving both bereft of some very important information. Jack reached the sandy shoreline and cast about frantically, but to no avail.
Bhal’s boat had been the only one moored, leaving Jack straight out of luck. 
“Jacky boy?” Alina called from further down the tunnel.
Jack’s shoulders slumped. Without turning, he responded: “I’m down here.”
A few moments later, Alina’s soft arm stretched across his waist. She pulled him in close. Jack closed his eyes and rested his head on her shoulder.
“Didn’t get him, huh?”
Jack shook his head in a silent no.
She pressed her tongue against the roof of her mouth, and made a popping noise. “He always was a slimy bastard. Well, it’s not the end of the world. We’ll beat him yet.”
“Where are the other girls?” Jack said without opening his eyes.
A succession of soft, popping giggles bubbled up through Alina’s chest. Jack’s eyes fluttered open, and he moved his head back.
“What?” he said.
A smile crept over Alina’s face. “Boy, do we have a surprise for you.”




Chapter 28


Jack arched an eyebrow. “You were right. That is quite the surprise.” 
The remaining guards had been trussed up, and deposited in a corner. The sight of their squirming, burly bodies was mildly comedic, and a little concerning.
He turned to the girls. “How did you manage this?”
“Practice,” Christine said with a shrug.
Lauren planted a hand on his shoulder, and brought her mouth close to his ear, so that her words were little more than a breathy whisper. “What do you want to do with them?”
Quest Log Status: Updated
New Quest: Instigate a coup. Seize the castle.
AI Note: You’re the man now, dog.
Jack’s nose wrinkled. He knew himself not to be a canine, suggesting that the God within his head was once again speaking in riddles. He would have to uncover yet more truths after accomplishing this quest.
Jack walked over and knelt beside the nearest guard, a large man with an unusual number of missing teeth. He opened his mouth and a wave of fetid breath rolled out. Jack clapped one hand to his mouth as he scuffled back. 
The guard looked down in shame. “Sorry, never could afford me a toothbrush.”
“Bull fucking shit Larry, we all pitched in to buy you one for your last birthday. You traded it for a whore,” another guard said.
Several of the others murmured in assent. Jack shook his head. At that moment, he did not care about the guard’s dental hygiene. He had bigger fish to fry.
“Listen up, we’re instigating a palace coup. You can either help us, or we can toss you in the dungeons. What will it be?” Jack said.
“Where’s Lord Bhal, the magnanimous and wise,” the smelly guard said.
“He ran away like a little bitch,” Alina said. 
The guards broke out in vigorous discussion.
“You can’t say that about Lord Bhal!” 
“To be fair, he always did act like a little bitch.”
“It’s not polite to say that though.”
“To be fair, to be fair, baw. Why do you always have to play devil’s advocate? No one cares.”
Finally, Jack had had enough. He stood up and positioned himself over the most loquacious guard. Three sharp kicks straight to his gut were enough to silence the man. Pulling his foot away, he bounced on the balls of his feet.
“Would anyone else like to share their opinions?” he said.
No one did.
“Good,” he continued. “Now, anyone who wants to help us pull off a coup, say ‘aye’.”
Jack was greeted by a chorus of ayes. His lips pulled into a tight smile.
“Everyone who wants to rot in the dungeon, say ‘aye’.”
Silence filled the room. One of the men coughed, and every eye turned to him.
“Was that an aye?” Jack said.
“No sir,” the guard said.
“What’s your name?”
“Albert, sir.”
“Albert, are you happy with your job?”
A sour expression passed over his face. “Not really, no.”
“And why not?”
“Marlow never brushes his teeth.”
“Do too!” the fat guard said.
Jack gave him a hard look, before continuing: ‘Why else are you unhappy? And let’s leave matters of hygiene out of this.”
“Well, the pay ain’t good, and the old lord never treated none of us too good, I reckon. Also, he kept trying to do the whole primae noctis thing with our wives. Fortunately, we got ourselves a strong union, but that ain’t exactly a good incentive to work well.”
Jack ran his tongue over his upper lip. “Whoever joins with me will see a doubling of their pay, as well as a generous one time bonus to be paid out from the old lord’s stores. How does that sound?”
“Will you try to sleep with me missuses?” Albert said.
Jack’s eyebrows scrunched together. “Sleep with?”
Alina cupped her hand to her mouth and whispered in Jack’s ear. “It’s a euphemism for bonding.”
“Why would I want to bond with his wife? Does she possess considerable powers? Would she make me a powerful ally?” he said.
“Nah sir, but she does make a mean casserole. If you ain’t fixin’ to fuck her, I reckon we could have you over for dinner sometime,” Albert said.
“I find that agreeable. The dinner, not the bonding,” Jack said. 
‘I figured that might be as well. Looks as though you’ve got enough bonding on your plate as it is,” Albert said.
A touch of scarlet spread over Jack’s cheeks. He stole a quick look at Lauren and Julie. Julie flushed furiously and stared pointedly at the floor. Lauren held eye contact. Her pointer finger traced a line across her lips. It entered her mouth, exiting with a none too subtle pop, before traveling down to her bust. She lightly swirled it across the front of her right breast, just over her nipple which poked up through the thin fabric of her robe. Jack finally forced himself to look away.
“Uhm yes, well let’s get these gentlemen unbound. We do have a coup to effect, after all,” he said.
“Stop staring,” he snapped at the guards.
They hurriedly looked away. Jack nodded to the other girls, and together they unbound them. There were four in total. Hardly much of a force, but with the girls at his back, and Bhal somewhere off in the distance, Jack reckoned they had a decent chance of taking the place.




Chapter 29


“So, there are eight towers in total,” Albert said. He adjusted the map on the table, and pointed towards each in turn while listing out their garrisons. “Fourteen, seventeen, twelve, eleven, twenty, eighteen, fifteen, and eight.” 
Jack licked his upper lip. Maybe this wouldn’t be the walk in the park he imagined.
“Then you have the provisional commander and the gate force which numbers another thirty,” he said.
“Do you think we could turn them to our side?” Christine said.
“‘Ol Timmy?” the guard chuckled. “No, he’s a right asshole. Besides, those guards are all from Antwar province. They barely speak the same tongue as us civilized folk.”
“Ugh, how are we going to do this?” Lauren said.
“We aren’t,” Janice said. “It’s clear we’re in over our heads. Let’s head back to the forest and regroup.”
“No,” Jack said. 
“What do you mean no? Jack this is an impossible task. I respect your fighting abilities, but there’s no way in hell you can take on a whole fortress,” she said.
“He doesn’t have to,” Alina said. “We don’t have to.”
Jack perked up. “How do you mean?”
Alina snorted. “I’ve spent my whole life growing up inside of these walls. Listen, the political situation is pretty simple. Underneath Lord Bhal, you have the barons, right?”
“Right,” Jack said, thinking back to Baron Zhe.
“And what do the barons like to do more than anything else?” Alina said.
Christine frowned. “They’re degenerate gamblers.”
A plan blossomed in Jack’s head. “We have to go back to the arena. If we kill the barons, it’ll be like cutting off the serpent’s head.”
“Then what?” Julie said.
“I take power,” Jack said.
“You say that like it’ll be so easy,” Janice said.
“Easy no. Doable yes. Just leave it to me,” Jack said.
Janice opened her mouth to protest. To Jack’s surprise, Christine came to his defense. “He’s already demonstrated his competency in so many ways. We’re long past the point of doubting his abilities.”
Janice folded her arms over her chest. “I guess.” She looked up, and something fierce burned in her eyes. “The man who led the assault on my village. He’s mine.”
“Is that your price?” Jack said.
She nodded.
“Then you shall have it.” Jack turned to Albert. “Where do you keep the weapons?”




Chapter 30


Malthus clutched the trident tightly in his hands. The worn wood polished smooth from long hours of combat gave off none of its normal reassurance.  
The portcullis rose and the skrimsli scuttled into the arena. It snarled and snapped at the iron chain wrapped around its neck. An icy fear gripped Malthus’s heart. Loud cries rang down from the tiered seating above, but for him the world had shrunk to the slick, black carapace of the beast that thrashed and moaned before him.
***“Hey, watch your drink,” Holmuk said.
He twisted in his seat, and came face to face with Baron Zhe. The good baron sat perched atop a sweat stained satin pillow. He held a brass chalice in his right hand, and liquid splashed with each movement.
His eyes were glassy and staring. An idiot smile presided over a rippling procession of extra chins. 
Holmuk’s eyes were not centered on the chalice nor the idiot smile nor even the dumpy additional chins that gave the baron a half-melted candle-like appearance. No, Holmuk’s eyes were focused intently on the man holding the spear that was leveled at the base of his throat.
“You were saying?” Baron Zhe said.
“A thousand apologies, my baronship, I merely meant to commentate that my body is not worthy of being touched by your libations,” Holmuk said.
Baron Zhe went cross-eyed, an unfortunate habit carried over from childhood, as he worked through all of the big words Holmuk had just subjected him to. The hard-looking man in the boiled leather jerkin who stood beside him pressed his spear a little harder against Holmuk’s throat and spoke: “Correct, you are not worthy of the baron’s libations. You are not even worthy of being covered in his piss.”
A light went off in Baron Zhe’s eyes. “I could piss on him.”
He fumbled at his waistband, but before he could do more than undo the first two buttons the ram’s horn blew and the announcer’s voice overtook the crowd. A wave of relief washed over Holmuk as it quickly became apparent that the baron had lost all interest in him.
The bodyguard waited a moment to see if the baron would resume his urination journey. When he didn’t, he pulled the spear back and inclined his head towards the arena. 
Grateful to have gotten off so easy, Holmuk swung back around in his seat. The skrimsli thrashed artlessly on the arena floor, kicking up plumes of sand with each kick. A shiver ran down Holmuk’s spine. 
Of all the creatures he’d witnessed in the arena, none brought terror to his mind, so readily as the skrimsli. Swirling midnight black tentacles danced above a vortex of thick, yellow teeth.
To his credit, the combatant neither trembled nor quaked. So far as Holmuk could tell, he hadn’t even pissed himself yet. Still, the odds for him to last beyond ten seconds were a paltry forty-nine to one. Beyond a minute, the bookies had not bothered issuing odds of any sorts. What was the point? There would be no takers.
Something whistled past the side of his head. A harsh gasp rose from behind him, and a warm spray spread across the back of his neck. Holmuk stiffened. It did not feel like more beer. He twisted in his seat.
The bodyguard slumped in his chair. A crossbow bolt extended from midway down his neck. 
“The hell are you looking at?” Baron Zhe said. A stupid drunken smile expanded across his face. “Come back for more, eh? Christof, remove this man’s genitals.”
Christof did not reply. Christof was dead.
This was a fact Baron Zhe discovered for himself a half-second later when his eyes alighted on the bolt extending from the man’s neck. He let loose with a girlish scream and hopped to the side of his seat. His hands tremored, and a dark stain ran down the front of his breeches. A flurry of whooshes echoed through the arena. Holmuk twisted in his seat. He didn’t have to look hard to see that the barons and their bodyguards had been hit to a man. Ragdoll figures spotted the bleachers. A collection of armed figures were arrayed along the top of the arena. 
Holmuk turned back just in time to watch a muscular blond figure appear behind Baron Zhe. With contemptuous ease, he lifted the rotund man by the scruff of his neck.
“Attention everyone, the castle is under new management. Any and all complaints shall be directed to the new administrative staff,” the blond man said.
“You can’t do this! Unhand me, you ruffian! Don’t you know who I am?” Baron Zhe said.
The blond man wrinkled his nose. “You’re the man who smells like piss. Speaking of which, it’s time to take out the trash.”
Dropping his arm, he chucked the small man in an underhanded throw. Holmuk watched Zhe fly with a sort of grim satisfaction. The baron’s high pitched screams were abruptly cut off as one of the skrimsli’s tentacles shot out and wrapped around his midsection.
Before he could get another word out, the skrimsli’s teeth had ground the good baron into a fine paste. 
Skrimslis were nothing if not efficient.
“Does anyone have a problem with this?” he said.
No one did.
From the pit, a frantic scuffling sounded. The gladiator had embedded his trident in the side of the wall and had pulled himself atop its length. Reaching upwards, he grasped for the edge of the pit. It was just out of reach.
“Someone help him,” the blond man said.
No one responded to his call. Those sitting close to the pit edged away, less than eager to pull him up. The gladiator looked pitiful standing on the trident’s thin length, halfway off the ground. 
The newcomer  swore and rushed down to help him. Holmuk followed the stranger with his eyes, not sure what to make of the event. In a flash, he was leaning over the edge. He clasped the gladiator’s hand and for a second it seemed as though he would pull him to safety.
The skrimsli roared. Grabbing hold of the chain with two tentacles, it yanked it into the black hole of its mouth. Thick, rasping teeth tore it apart. It darted across the enclosure. A tentacle slid over the gladiator’s ankle pulling him off the trident and back into the arena.
The blond man fell over the side and into the pit.
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Jack sprung to his feet.  
He spat out a mouthful of sand and grimaced against the screaming cacophony that was spreading through the air. The skrimsli had the gladiator by the ankle, and was dangling him over its mouth. 
Jack twisted his ring twice, and the crystal sword appeared in his grip. The skrimsli released the gladiator, and he fell screaming to his death.
AI Note: Didn’t think this one through, did ya bud?
Oh great and powerful AI, I beseech thee. Grant me strength, so that I might slay this vile foe, Jack thought.
A deep sigh filled Jack’s mind. 
Strength: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Speed: Enhanced
Agility: Enhanced
The skrimsli tottered towards Jack. The six-legged nightmare shrieked and moaned. A sea of slick black tentacles waved menacingly overhead. Though Jack could not see it, he knew the shield sized mouth located in the center of its back was waiting for him. The vortex of yellowed teeth gnashed and groaned.
AI Note: Go kill it already.
I trust in your wisdom, oh great one. Jack thought.
Serenity settled across his heart. The God in his head was watching over him. All would be as it should be.
Three tentacles shot forward with punishing speed. Jack dove. His shoulder hit the sand and he rolled out of the way. Clouds of sand plumed around him, obscuring the air. Jack coughed, and swung out with his sword. 
It made contact against the side of the skrimsli, and the beast cried out in pain. A spray of hot liquid scattered across Jack’s exposed skin. He drew his index finger across the blood and dipped it into his mouth. The harsh metallic flavor granted him courage. 
Fierce though the beast might seem, it knew pain at his blade, and would die nonetheless. Jack sprinted to the skrimsli’s side. More tentacles darted down to stop him, but his sword bit through the writhing flesh with ease. They fell fat and wormlike, dead heaps of flesh.
Drawing his sword overhead, Jack plunged it into the side of the skrimsli. He pushed it deep until no more blade showed, and still he pushed and twisted, eviscerating the skrimsli’s insides. 
Its cries turned pained, and mewling. Jack gritted his teeth. He removed the sword and stabbed again, and again. Each motion brought a fresh bloody geyser pumping out to drench him.
Jack snarled. Limbs drifted down like autumn leaves. Flesh tore, bones popped, cracked, and creaked. Finally, the skrimsli tottered and fell. It convulsed, and with a shuddering gasp the last living breath exited its body.
Strength:  Depleted (stasis suggested)
Durability:  Depleted (stasis suggested)
Speed:  Depleted (stasis suggested)
Agility:  Depleted (stasis suggested)
AI Note: Meditate before you kill yourself, goddamnit.
Jack was too tired to wonder why the God was invoking yet another deity, let alone why it should condemn him to damnation.
“That was incredible! I’ve never seen such fierce fighting. Amazing job,” Alina said.
Jack’s eyes fluttered. “So sleepy.”
“Are you okay?” Christine’s sharp voice cut through the fuzziness that surrounded him. 
Jack collapsed backwards. Alina sprinted forward and wrapped her arms around his waist. A second later, Christine joined her, and together the two lowered him to the ground.
“Is he injured?” Christine said.
Alina slipped two fingers beneath his chin to feel for his pulse. A reassuring thrum pulsed up through her skin. She frowned and put her palm a half inch away from his lips. Hot, moist breath passed over her skin.
“He’s alive,” she said. “I think he may be in a coma.”
Omius came up beside them. The wrinkled old man tapped his cane against the ground, and leaned over to peer at the downed man. “He’s merely resting. Let’s get him into a soft bed.”
Alina snorted. “You say that like you’re going to help.”
The old man shrugged. “I provided the diagnosis, didn’t I? Hurry up now. After all he’s been through, the poor fellow doesn’t deserve to lay in the sand.”
Alina grabbed his top half, while Christine grabbed his bottom half. Together they squatted down and lifted him into the air. Then the two walked across the pit towards the open portcullis that led back into the castle.
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-9,998, 9,999, 10,000. 
Jack opened his eyes. A thin stream of golden sunlight splashed against the far wall. The air was dim and cool. He shifted his shoulders. Not for the first time, he’d awoken in a strange bed. But, this was the first time the bed was actually comfortable. A wizened old man sat on a stool beside him.
“It’s you,” Jack said.
“Didn’t your mother teach you how to greet your elders?” Omius snapped.
“No. Or maybe? Truth be told, I can’t-.”
“Remember, yes. I’m well aware of your little malady.” Omius waved his hand in an annoyed gesture. “That doesn’t excuse rudeness.”
“I apologize,” Jack said.
He didn’t quite understand what he was apologizing for- his head was still very fuzzy- but, he was in no mood to argue. And Omius had helped him in the past. Without the wizard’s assistance, he would still be functionally deaf and mute.
A regular old Helen Keller.
Another stab of pain shot through his brain. Jack grimaced and grunted.
“What is it?” Omius said. 
The annoyance left his voice. It was replaced by an eager curiosity that Jack found he didn’t entirely care for. 
“Nothing,” he said.
“Pish-posh, don’t try to bullshit me, boy.”
“Have you seen Alina around?” 
“She’s taking care of something. You left quite the mess out there.”
“Someone else then: Janice, Lauren, Christine, or Julie.”
“Busy.”
“All of them?”
“Answer my question.”
“I’m not trying to evade you. It really was nothing. Just a word. Two actually, Helen Keller. I don’t know what they mean.”
“It sounds like a name.”
“If you say so.”
“I do say so. Now tell me, what else was it? Don’t hold back on me.”
Jack rubbed the side of his head. “Can’t we do this later? My head hurts like a bitch.”
“We’ll do this now,” Omius said.
“Fine,” Jack said. 
He quickly relayed the complete message, before describing the excruciating pain that accompanied it, along with the white, misting clouds that obscured his memories, and the concurrent pain.
“So, what does it mean?” Jack said.
Omius tapped his lip with his pointer finger. “Bugger me if I know, but that sounds fascinating. What I’d give to crawl inside of your mind.”
Jack rolled his eyes. “Thanks for the help. Can I have some water? My tongue feels like sand paper.”
“Little wonder, given the amount of sand you inhaled,” Omius chuckled.
“Are you going to help me, or just sit there and laugh?”
“I’m not stopping you from doing anything. Water’s on the dresser.” Omius inclined his chin towards a faded ceramic vase. A cut glass cup sat beside it. 
With a groan, Jack pulled himself into a sitting position. Swinging his legs over the side of the bed, he stood up and crossed the room. He was on his third pull when the chamber door slammed open.
“You’re not going to keep me out any longer,  I demand to know how he’s doing,” Alina said.
“Demand it from him,” Omius said, standing up. “I’ve gotten everything I can use, anyway.”
The old man shuffled out of the room. Jack put down the glass and pitcher. His thirst slaked, he was surprised to discover that he felt refreshed. All of the aches and pains had disappeared from his body. That didn’t last long, however. 
Alina ran over and threw herself onto him. Jack gasped and staggered backwards. Pain flared to life in his lower back, and he nearly toppled over.
“Ouch, ouch, ouch,” he said, gently lowering her to the ground.
Alina’s eyes widened in concern, and her hand shot to her mouth. “I’m not hurting you, am I?”
“No,” Jack said. 
He forced a smile that looked uncomfortably like a grimace. 
“You’re hurt. Back to bed with you this instant,” Alina said.
Grabbing him by the hand, she dragged him back towards the bed. Jack collapsed on top of the mattress without complaint. Never before in his life had he been so grateful to lie down. 
The aching in his lower back dissipated almost immediately. 
“Much better,” Jack said.
Alina’s hand brushed over his forehead. “I was so worried about you.”
“How’s the coup going?” he said.
“You don’t need to worry about that. Just rest.”
Jack stared at her. She shifted in her seat.
“It’s gone well,” she said. “With the barons dead, and Lord Bhal missing, it was pretty easy to convince most of the guard units to come over to our side. The extra pay and your display in the arena made it an easy decision.”
“I passed out,” Jack said.
Alina snorted. “After killing a fully grown skrimsli. I can’t remember the last time anyone in living memory managed that feat.”
“Is it really such a big deal?” Jack said.
Something flashed in Alina’s eyes. “You have no idea how special you really are, do you?”
She said this in a low tone, and Jack wasn’t sure if he should respond. Alina half-sounded as though she were speaking to herself, and not him.
Quest Status: Incomplete
AI Note: You’re far from done, buddy.
A frown tugged at the corner of Jack’s mouth. “The castle isn’t completely under our control?”
“Not quite,” Alina said. She hastened to add. “We’ve gotten almost all of them. It’s just a few hold outs in the far Northwest tower.”
“Well, let’s go get them,” Jack said, swinging his legs back off the bed.
Alina planted a hand on his chest. “Rest. We can get them later.”
Jack gently, but firmly removed her hand and stood up. “I’ll be fine, as long as no one tackles me.”
He gave her a sidelong glance. Alina looked away, properly chastened.
Together, they stepped into the next room. To Jack’s surprise, the other four women were waiting for him. As one they jumped to their feet. Concern lit their faces.
“What are you all doing here? Omius told me you were busy!” Jack said.
“Like hell he did!” Lauren said. “That old coot threatened to turn the lot of us into nematodes if we intruded on you.”
“I’m sorry, Jack! Toads scare me, they’re so slimy,” Julie said with a shiver.
Lauren rounded on her. “Nematodes are a species of aquatic invertebrate far different from the common toad.”
Julie puffed out her chest. A defiant shade of scarlet colored her cheeks. “I don’t care what type of toad they are. All I know is they scare me!”
“Ladies please,” Jack said, stepping between the two. “Now’s hardly the time.”
Julie stepped uncomfortably close to Jack. Her chest grazed against his. To his alarm, he discovered that he could feel her breath when she spoke.
“Jackie,” she pouted. “Tell her toads are scary.”
Lauren’s hands wrapped around Jack’s waist. She pulled her body against his until her torso was flush with his back. Her lips grazed against Jack’s ear.
“They’re nematodes, Jack. A type of worm that lives in the ocean.” Lauren accompanied each word with a rhythmic pulsing of her crotch against his backside. Something was awakening in Jack, and he wasn’t entirely sure how he felt about it.
“Oh gross, worms!” Julie said.
She shuffled forward until her breasts were pressed firmly against Jack’s torso. He could feel her stiff nipples through the thin fabric of their tunics. 
Lauren’s hand ran seductively across his cheek. Jack had had enough. Shuffling to the side, he slid out from between the two women.
“The Northwest Tower,” he said.
Disappointment flashed across Lauren’s eyes. She folded her arms beneath her breasts, pushing them up in an alluring display.
“Half of the company has already surrendered, but there are nine hold outs,” Christine said.
“Have you tried dislodging them with force?” Jack said.
“Have we ever,” Alina said. Christine flashed her a sour look which the former guard ignored, before continuing on: “They’re holed up pretty well in there. No one’s getting in or out.”
“And we can’t bribe them?” Jack said.
“Negative on both fronts,” Alina said. “The commander is a fanatic, he won’t listen to reason.”
“What about starving them out?” 
“All towers contain independent stores of supplies. They have enough food and water to last them at least another three months.” Alina tapped her chin with her index finger. “There is one way, though I’m not sure you’re going to like it.”
“At this point there’s not much I wouldn’t try,” Jack said.
“Well, when I was an apprentice to the guard I was stationed at the Northwest tower, and I got pretty good at sneaking in and out of the privy window,” Alina said.
“Excellent, we’ll do that,” Jack said.
“Those towers are hundreds of feet tall,” Christine said.
“You know what you’re doing?” Jack said to Alina.
“It’s been a while, but I think I can manage,” she said.
“Then it’s settled. We’re going in through the toilet,” Jack said.
“Window, Jack. The toilet window,” Alina said. A small smirk played across her face. It disappeared almost as soon as it arrived as the enormity of what lay ahead settled over her. “Come along then. We’ll have to get you outfitted.”
“Outfitted?” Lauren said.
“You don’t think we’re going into a two against nine fight without back-up?” A wicked smile curved up the side of Alina’s face.




Chapter 33


Jack slid the steel claws into the tower side and hefted himself up another two feet. He resisted a sudden impulse to look down.  
“Come on slowpoke!” Alina said.
Jack looked up, and immediately looked back down. Alina had changed into a short leather skirt prior to the climb. She claimed that it was necessary for mobility reasons, but Jack had begun to suspect ulterior motives might’ve played a role in her decision making. For one thing, he didn’t understand the tactical advantage to foregoing underwear.
Then again, there were a good many things that Jack still didn’t understand.
Peering up, but not so far that he would catch another glimpse of Alina and what lay between her legs, he examined the walls for new holes to slip into. The mortar that bound together the stones that made up the walls was in a state of bad disrepair and it was exceedingly easy to find small cracks and crevices to slip into.
He pulled himself up, and the fire jelly sloshed uncomfortably against his back. That was another thing he didn’t want to think too much about.
Slick beads of cold sweat congealed across his skin as he lifted himself ever higher. Alina grunted, causing Jack to look up. He caught a glimpse of a full moon in clear daylight, and then she was gone, disappeared into a small triangular opening not far below the room.
Jack’s stomach twisted into knots. While the aperture provided plenty of room for her, it would be a tight squeeze for him given his pack and broader frame. At least he wasn’t wearing armor. Exposed though it made him feel, the added weight would’ve made his already precarious position untenable.
Oh God within me, grant me the strength necessary to overcome this latest challenges.
AI Note: I’m not a God.
Jack paused. For the first time since he’d awoken, he detected a hint of bemusement in the AI’s tone.
Is this a test of faith?
AI Note: You big doofus. I’m a product of Azer Corp.
My memory remains weak. Forgive me if I do not grasp the subtleties at play here, oh lord.
AI Note: Forget it. 
A wave of sadness washed over Jack. He had tried his best to please the mysterious God, and still he had failed.
I shall endeavor not to disappoint you again.
A breathy sigh filled his head.
AI Note: Something tells me you won’t be successful.
Hey, God or not, that gives you no right to be rude.
The AI didn’t answer him. Jack continued up the wall. He got to just below the window, and hesitated as he tried to think of what to do next.
AI Note: Want a hint?
If you apologize.
AI Note: I won’t. Firstly, because I don’t have to. Secondly, because I don’t want to. Now, here’s the tip. Jump up and grab the eave right up there. See it? That overhanging bit. Use it to swing yourself through the window.
And if I fall?
AI Note: Don’t.
Jack grit his teeth together. He didn’t like this one bit, but it wasn’t exactly like he had a ton of options. Alina stuck her head out the window.
“Everything okay down there?” she said.
“Just peachy.”
“You sure?”
“I’m sure.”
“Okay, because you don’t seem sure. Do you want me to help you up?”
“Can you support my body weight?”
Biting her lower lip, she rolled the flesh between her teeth in a chewing motion. “Probably not.”
“Then why did you offer?”
“Dunno. It seemed like the polite thing to do.”
The two stared wordlessly at each other. 
“Well, if you won’t be needing anything I’ll be waiting in here. Inside the privy. By myself.”
“Be in soon,” Jack said.
He continued his climb up the tower. As he drew level with the window, he briefly considered trying to climb directly through it. It only took him a few seconds to nix the idea. There was just no way he was getting in head first.
Instead, he intentionally bypassed the window and pushed up towards the roof which he latched onto using his claw fingers. Holding tight to the eave, he rocked back and forth.
As he did so, he caught a glimpse of the ground. From his vantage point, it was little more than an emerald carpet. A figurine sized sheep bleated pathetically, its wispy white body blurring from the distance.
Jack forced himself to look straight ahead. Swinging in smooth parabolic arcs, he swung himself forward. Excitement welled in his heart as his feet passed through the window. That abruptly turned to dread as his waist caught against the rough stone and he flipped sideways. His torso extended into the air and came level with the ground several hundred feet below.
“Don’t worry, I got you!” Alina called.
She gripped his feet tightly and yanked him in. 
“Ouch!” Jack said.
The window’s stone sides ground against his waist. 
“Don’t be a pussy!” Alina said.
“Thanks for the advice. Could you go a little slower?” Jack said.
Alina grumbled, but when she pulled again it was with a gentler force. Jack wiggled his hips, and began to move. He was almost all the way inside when the steady pressure on his ankle disappeared. Jack jerked his leg back in surprise, and sunk his foot into something wet and soft.
Alina made a startled noise. A second later, rough hands were pulling at Jack’s tunic. He landed in a heap on the floor. Towering over him was a giant of a man. One of his eyes was larger than the other. A snaggle-toothed smile peeked out from a frazzled light brown beard. 
“Oi, whatcha doing in my tower for,” he said.
Jack looked from the privy to the man, and then back to the privy. An idea formed.
“I’m the plumber. I’m here to fix your leaky pipes,” he said.
The snaggle-toothed man’s smile faltered as consternation spread over his face. “And you decided the best course of action was to sneak in through the window?”
“Well, you weren’t answering the door.”
A fat man waddled into the room. “‘Tis true, boss. Your orders after all. Don’t answer the door you said.”
The man wore a circular steel plate across his chest and stomach. With each wheezing breath, the metal plate strained against the variegated leather straps that held it in place. Jack found himself mesmerized by the spectacle. With each tightening of the belt, the apparatus threatened to burst. 
The snaggle toothed man rubbed his chin. “It makes a certain sense.”
“Don’t indulge his wild fantasies, sir.” A vaguely asparagus shaped man tottered in after the fat fellow. A heavy steel helm topped his head. At some point in the past, it’d suffered a blow that’d shorn off much of the right side. This left the left side tugging dangerously down. The skeletal man’s neck visibly strained against the lopsided weight.
“Are you calling him a liar?” Alina said.
The asparagus man gulped nervously, and tugged at his collar. “No ma’am. Well, yes. Golly I’m nervous. It’s just, you two ain’t got no plumbing tools.”
Alina arched an eyebrow. “And?” 
“But you got them swords.”
“And you’ve never seen a toilet sword?” Alina said.
“Begging your pardon, miss, but I’ve destroyed many a toilet in my days, and I ain’t never heard of no toilet sword,” the snaggle-toothed man said.
“Your lack of education is hardly my concern,” Alina said.
Jack pinched the bridge of his nose. A pounding headache had started up in the back of his mind.
New Quest Activated: Burn them all now. Please.
AI Note: What are you waiting for?
Jack lowered his hand and took a deep breath. 
For Robert and the burned out village. For myself and the tribulations of the pit. For Iowa.
Jack unslung the pack from his back. In a single, fluid motion, he drew his knife across the top and swung the pack in a broad half-circle, spraying the assembled guardsmen with fire jelly in the process.
“The hell is this?” said  the fat one.
“Smells like fire jelly,” said the asparagus.
“Get ‘em,” said the snaggle-toothed one.
Jack struck his flint against steel and sent a shower of sparks spraying out towards the trio. The jelly burst into flames, and a collection of howling screams filled the air. Jack scrambled back towards the wall, and not a moment too soon. 
One after the other, the three shot out the window. Their pained cries slowly faded until they were replaced by distant thuds. 
“Huh,” Jack said.
“That was more effective than I thought it’d be,” Alina said.
“Tell me about it.”
The two leaned against the back wall. Alina rolled her head onto Jack’s shoulder. Without thinking, he wrapped his arm around her shoulder and pulled her in close to his chest, careful all the while not to drop his foot in the toilet. 
The flames were pretty from a distance. Unfortunately, they were not at a distance. They were no more than a few feet from the ugly, roiling, black oily flames. Jack stayed remarkably still as his eyebrows burnt to crisps. Alina shifted uncomfortably, but gave no further sign that the heat bothered her.
Finally, the fire jelly petered out. With a sullen gasp, the last of the flames shimmered and faltered, before wisping away back into nothingness.
“Excuse me.” A black stained face peeked around the corner.
“Yes?” Jack said.
“Are you two plumbers?” he said.
“No, I am Alina, head of the royal guards, and this is Jack, the new lord,” Alina said.
Jack gave her a curious look. “Since when did you become head of the royal guards?”
“Since now, your grace,” she hissed.
Jack shrugged. Titles had never much interested him.
“Did you kill the others,” the oily faced man said.
Alina broke away from Jack. Striding across the room, she jammed her pointer finger straight against the guard’s chest. “We sure did, pal. And we’ll do the same to you and yours if you don’t surrender this instant.”
The guard gulped. “You’re a fire mage?”
“You bet.” A wicked grin crossed Alina’s face as she grabbed her crotch in an unmistakably manful gesture. “Great balls of fire right here. Now, on your knees, swine.”
The guard fell prostrate before her. His nose pressed uncomfortably close to the top of Alina’s leather boots. “Oh great one, I beseech thee. Don’t burn me. I have so much to live for.”
Alina snorted softly and rolled her eyes. She twisted her head towards Jack.
“No, he doesn’t,” she said in a none too subtle whisper.
“It’s true, he doesn’t. But, I do.” Another guard crawled forward on his hands and knees.
Alina’s feet must smell amazing, Jack thought. 
He decided then and there that if he received a new foot sniffing quest from the AI God, he would undertake it with alacrity.
“Enough of this groveling, you animals,” Alina said. “There is only one man in this room fit to sniff my feet, and he is not among your number.”
A surge of jealousy ran up through Jack.
“Who is it?” he said. “Point him out to me, and I will put him down like the rabid dog he is.”
Alina knit her brows together in confusion. “It’s you, Jack. I was talking about you.”
“Oh,” Jack said.
Time slowed to a crawl between them.
“I will retract my last declaration,” Jack said.
“Okay,” Alina said.
“I would not like to put myself down like a dog,” he said.
“Yes,” Alina said.
“As I would find that counter-productive.”
“Mightily so.” Chewing her lower lip, Alina glanced away from Jack. She seemed almost surprised to notice the two men still on the floor, their noses still planted firmly against her shoes.
“Up, up,” she said, flapping her hands to accent her words.
The two obeyed. In the room beyond, stood several men. A few half-heartedly clutched melee weapons. 
Alina scowled. “Put those down before you hurt yourselves.”
The armed guards exchanged glances. Bending at the waist, they laid the weapons on the ground. They made no move to smell Alina’s feet. 
A rush of relief swept over Jack.
“Be a dear and open the door for us, will you?” she said.
“But, there are soldiers out there. We could be killed,” one of the guards said.
“There are soldiers in here, and you will definitely be killed if you don’t open that door,” Jack said.
The soldier weighed his options. The prospect of certain death at the hands of Alina and Jack won out, and he strode across the room and opened the door. 
The twang of snapping crossbow strings filled the chamber, and the man staggered back. A dozen quarrels protruded from his stomach. Shock was plastered across his face. 
“It’s okay!” Jack yelled belatedly. “He’s with us.”
“They surrendered?” A voice came from the hall.
“We surrendered,” the stuck through soldier said with his dying breaths.
“Why didn’t you say so?”
The other renegades got onto their hands and knees. Lacing their fingers behind their heads, they pressed their noses against the floor and thankfully did not attempt to sniff Alina’s feet.
A great tiredness washed over Jack as a company of soldiers streamed into the tower. 
“Time for a nap,” he said.
“A nap?” said Alina. “Your coronation’s in an hour.”




Chapter 34


Jack emerged from the bathtub freshly scrubbed and smelling like lilac. He grabbed a fuzzy bath towel from a brass hook, and dried himself, before wrapping the towel around his waist. 
“Ugh, I can’t decide what to wear,” Alina said.
“Just throw something on. It doesn’t matter,” Jack said.
Alina stepped out from the closet. Jack’s mouth went dry, a reaction he found increasingly common around the guard captain. Dressed in nothing more than a pair of sheer, lace panties, her breasts drooped gracefully towards her stomach.
“I have too many choices.” 
Her face twisted down into a pout. 
“So, just wear that,” he said.
Alina giggled. “So unprofessional.”
“I’m the lord, aren’t I?”
She strode across the room, each step deliberately overlong. Reaching Jack, she slid her arms under his. The rough edges of her nipples brushed against his chest.
“You sure are,” she said.
Jack’s hand slipped around to the soft curve of her butt. He tilted his head, and pressed his lips to hers. She responded, eager and wet.
Someone knocked sharply against the door. Jack broke away with a curse.
“I’m busy!” he said.
“It’s the tailor.”
“Oooh, Debbie,” Alina said.
She broke away from Jack and flounced over to the door. Without a second thought, she yanked it open and embraced the figure on the other side. Pulling her up sharply, Alina swung her around in a loose arc before depositing her back on the ground.
The tailor straightened herself. She tugged annoyedly at the handful of minor wrinkles which had formed in her crisp, white blouse.
“Really Alina, I would’ve thought you’d matured by now,” she said.
The tailor was a short, slight figure, with porcelain white skin, and a shark fin nose. She did not wear a bra beneath her blouse, and Jack could make out two dark pink splotches budding against the fabric.
She did not wait for a reply. She turned to Jack and extended her hand. He folded his palm over hers, and received a vigorous handshake.
“Yes, you must be our new lordship. Glad to make your acquaintance. Very good, very good.”
She clapped her hands together and fixed him with her turquoise eyes. “Let’s get that towel off you, so we can begin.”
“Uhm,” Jack said. 
“Ah come on Jackie, we’re all friends here,” Alina said.
She reached over and yanked Jack’s towel from his waist, leaving him completely denuded.
The tailor bent over and squinted at Jack’s groin. “Yes, excellent size and composition. I shall have to add some extra room to the cup.”
AI Note: Nice.
What kind of God are you? Jack thought furiously.
A silent one, apparently. The AI did not answer Jack’s query. Not that it mattered for Jack was soon distracted by a rather embarrassing imposition.
“No, that won’t do,”the tailor said. 
Pressing her index finger to her thumb, she flicked the side of Jack’s rapidly hardening member. 
“Please, leave this to the professionals,” Alina said.
She gently pushed the tailor out of the way and knelt before him. Grabbing hold of Jack’s fully erect penis, she tapped its tip against her lower lip.
“And how shall we get rid of this?” she said.
Jack had a few ideas of his own. But with the tailor watching closely, he felt conflicted as to their prudence.
“I know!” Alina said brightly.
With that, she slipped his erect penis into her mouth which she began to move up and down in a smooth, gliding motion. Jack let out a soft exhalation. Reaching down, he ran his fingers through Alina’s hair, caressing her scalp as she continued with her ministrations. 
He hardly noticed the tailor’s expression of rapt attention, nor the way that she tapped a large wooden pencil against her mouth. He definitely didn’t notice her right hand as it descended towards her crotch.
Alina’s eyes were scrunched close. Her tongue made gentle lapping motions across the length of his shaft. She’d broken into a comfortable rhythm and appeared content to maintain it.
Not that she would have to for long. Jack stiffened and groaned. Alina slid her head back, and opened her eyes. A seductive smirk spread across her face. She swallowed with visible pleasure, before rising to her feet. Twisting her head to one side, she planted a peck on Jack’s cheek before sashaying back into the closet.
“Now that we’ve taken care of that distraction, let’s get to work,” the tailor said.
Two bright pink dots colored her cheeks. Though Jack didn’t get long to look at her. She was soon busying herself with the process of taking his measurements. Before long he was clad in a pair of blinding white undergarments. The small measure of comfort they provided was counterbalanced by a lingering desire to bond with the tailor. 
He did not know where this desire had sprung from, nor what ramifications it might have on his party and its success, but the strength of his craving made him believe that it might have a future importance. 
The tailor decked him out in a pair of mid-calf white satin breeches matched with cashmere high socks. Over these came acorn colored soft leather boots. Over his torso went a light linen undershirt on top of which she layered a creamy white tunic, and a tight jacket of gold thread. 
The final result was a mixture of simplicity and excess, comfort and restriction. 
Jack didn’t much care for it.
“How long until I get to take it off?” he asked.
“These parties tend to go all night,” the tailor said.
Jack groaned. Two soft hands ran over his shoulders, crossing atop his collarbone. 
“My my, don’t you look handsome,” Alina said. 
Jack closed his eyes and pressed back against her. In the interim, she’d slipped on a light dress. 
“It wasn’t long ago these people were betting on my death. Now they want to crown me their lord,” Jack said.
“Such is the way of the world,” Alina said. “The common people don’t much care who rules them, so long as someone does. The coronation will take place immediately after we arrive. I’d love to say we could slip away early, but I’m afraid that won’t be an option.”
“Why not?” Jack said.
Alina shrugged against him. “The barons might be dead, but people of import still remain. It’s vital that you solidify your hold over the guard. Harim, the royal guard captain, will be in attendance. Win him over, and the chances of a palace coup dwindle down to nothing.”
“I thought you said that you were the royal guard leader,” Jack said.
“I lied.” Her hands roamed across his chest and stomach. “Turn around, let me get a better look at you.”
Jack obeyed, and Alina drank him in. Her tongue slid across her lips.
“I could just eat you,” she said.
Jack tried and failed to suppress a smirk. “You’ve already done that.”
She leaned forward, until her breath warmed his cheek. “And I’ll do it again. Tonight.”
“If you don’t need me for anything further, I’ll be going,” the tailor said.
“Before you leave, if you’d like to join Jack and I for a little fun,” Alina said.
She extended her hand towards the tailor and crooked her finger in towards her palm. The tailor flushed and hurried out of the room.
“What a nice young woman. A little shy though. We’ll have to do something about that,” Alina said. Her eyes shone with a mischievous delight.
Jack didn’t respond. A ram’s horn blew three short blasts.
“Time to go!” she said.
She took his hand. Together they left the chamber and descended briskly down the stairs.




Chapter 35


The party was well underway by the time they got downstairs. Laughter permeated the halls. Jack entered a feasting hall filled to the brim with a raucously drunk crowd. 
“Where is this Harim guy?” Jack said.
“Don’t worry about him just yet,” Alina said. “You’re the boss now. Let’s get you situated and then we’ll take care of that.”
Grabbing his hand, Alina pulled him towards the front of the room where a long table set up on a stone dias faced the ground. A smattering of unfamiliar faces were seated at either end. Lauren, Christine, and Julie were clustered near the middle with two empty spaces between Lauren and Christine.
As Jack focused on the crowd of people, he picked out a few familiar faces. With a start, he realized they must’ve been spectators from his time in the pit. While on a purely intellectual level he felt like he should be angry, he wasn’t.
They were just doing what they knew, what they were built for. Perhaps they had no personal God to advise them on the correct course of action, yet they had a society and culture that served much the same purpose. 
Now that Jack was in charge, he would see about changing that. The people of the castle had grown accustomed to cruelty, and this was a cruel world. But there was no reason that couldn’t be altered.
AI Note: Don’t get all dewy-eyed, dreamer.
Jack brought one hand to his face. His mouth turned down in a quizzical expression. “My eyes do not have dew in them.”
“What was that?” Alina said.
AI Note: Don’t talk to yourself. It’s embarrassing.
“The God in my head speaks in riddles,” Jack said with a sigh.
Alina lightly laid a hand on his bicep, sending a tingle over Jack’s skin. “I wish I could crawl inside your head. What mysteries abound.”
Jack thought he heard a faint snickering echo in the back of his brain. He focused, but couldn’t bring it back. 
It must be my imagination.
Together, they reached the dais and ascended towards the table. Jack forced a smile as he greeted a smattering of unfamiliar faces. Shuffling back behind the table, he came up on the trio.
Lauren turned around in her chair and blew a kiss at Jack. She winked as Jack blushed.
“Enough of that,” Christine scolded. 
“She may send me air kisses if she so desires,” Jack said. 
“See,” Lauren said. She stuck out her tongue at Christine.
Jack and Alina sat down. A scattered array of exotic dishes lay before them. 
“What shall we eat?” Jack said.
“Everything is good. But, I’d suggest the snails,” Lauren said. 
Jack scrunched his eyebrows together. Understanding her was difficult, seeing as she spoke with a full mouth.
“Manners,” Christine snapped.
“Snails?” Jack said. A faint queasiness rose in his belly. It was followed by the fragment of a memory. Waving fields of grain and a cerulean sky.
Iowa.
He shook his head, banishing the memory. Whoever Iowa may be, however beautiful and desirable of a woman she was, she existed only in the past. 
Jack no longer belonged to Iowa, but to the snail eaters of the castle keep. The sexy, sexy snail eaters. He reached out and plucked a snail from the brass plate in front of him. It neatly fit his fist, and its light purple shell was the same color as a wave swept pebble on the shore at low tide.
A small head peeked out from the opening. Slimy, black, and tentacled, it was the least appetizing thing Jack had ever seen before in his life.
“You want me to eat this?” he said.
“Unless you’re too chicken,” Lauren said.
She leaned across the table, exposing a generous amount of cleavage from her seafoam green dress. Jack swallowed. Saliva that had nothing to do with the borderline inedible fare before him gathered in his mouth.
“Bawk, bawk, bawk,” she said.
Each word came softer than the last. Her full lips puffed out with every syllable, moving in a sensuous cloud. She craned her head closer to him, so close that he could feel the warmth of her breath against his skin.
“Bawk, bawk, chicken.” 
The words came softer and softer, no more than a whisper. Her lips met his. The force of her hand against the back of his head pressed his mouth tight to hers. Lavender and lilac filled his lungs. A fresh spring breeze. Together they melted into each other. Jack closed his eyes and waves of ecstasy spilled through him.
Lauren’s other hand found his lap. Shamelessly, she rubbed against his rapidly swelling member. 
“Uhm, we’re at dinner,” Julie said.
Lauren didn’t break contact because of Julie’s objection. She did break contact a moment later when the ceiling tore away and a torrential downpour swept into the great hall.
The room transformed in an instant.
Drunken revelry dissolved into confusion as the quicker minded moved to the exits, while a not inconsiderable number of guests contented themselves with making high-pitched animal noises while flailing about haplessly. 
Jack tore his head away, all thoughts of lilac and spring shunted away by gale force winds and heavy rain. 
New Quest Activated: Kill the dragon.
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Levitation Enhancement: Temporarily available for 7 second bursts with a ten second cool down period. Energy requirements: high. Use with discretion.
AI Note: You’ll want a weapon for this one.
“Ugh, and we were just having fun,” Lauren moaned.
Jack sprang to his feet. Distracted by the tailor and Alina’s ministrations, he’d left his magic ring lying on the bathroom counter upstairs. 
No time to run back and fetch it now, I suppose.
The former guard had already armed herself with a spear. It didn’t take Jack long to realize that, being far more sober than the other guests, virtually all of the guards had already fled the hall with many dropping their weapons in the process.
Jack picked up a halberd from the ground behind his chair, before leaping onto the table. He looked down and nudged away the snail platter. It clattered on the floor with a satisfying clamor.
Now that he had a clear line of sight on the roof, he saw that the damage wasn’t too bad. Only three quarters of the ceiling had been torn away. The dragon had thoughtfully left behind a chunk in the far corner.
Two hubcap sized angry orange eyes peered down at him. The pupils were little more than blackened slits, narrowed in anger.
What’s a hubcap?
Jack winced as another punishing headache washed over him. In his mind’s eyes, a steel carriage zipped down a seamless stone pathway. Its tires shone bright against the sunlight.
“I have come for the traitor,” a voice boomed.
For a second, Jack thought the voice might’ve come from the dragon itself. Lightning branched across the sky, illuminating its source. Perched at the base of the dragon’s neck was a heavily armored figure. Every square inch of his body was covered in thick black iron plate. A bear skin cape fluttered behind him, while two giant antlers sprouted from either side of his helm. An oversized hammer lay across his lap.
“Who’s that?” Jack said.
“What do you mean?” the figure said.
“Could you give me a name or something? If you have an issue with a traitor, I’d prefer for you to settle it outside and not in my new hall,” Jack said.
“It’s not really a new hall,” Alina interjected.
“Well, new for me,” Jack said.
“Wait, your hall? This hall belongs to Bhal the magnificent,” the dragon rider said.
Jack smirked. “Not anymore.”
Christine poked Jack’s leg. “I bet you're the traitor.”
“No, I’m not. I don’t even know this guy,” Jack said.
“The harlot speaks truth,” the dragon rider said. “I have come to vanquish thee.”
“But, I didn’t betray anyone?” Jack said.
“Nonsense, you were consigned to the pits. You had one job, which you somehow managed to fuck up spectacularly,” he said.
Lauren planted her fists against her hips and cocked her head. “Oh really, and what was that?” 
“Die quickly and provide the nobility with a few seconds of entertainment,” the dragon rider said. He sounded genuinely confused.
“I think there’s been a mix up,” Jack said. “I never agreed to any of that. I could hardly have betrayed Bhal when he forced me into fighting his monsters.”
“Bah, I have no time to argue semantics with fools. Die, die, die!”
The dragon opened his maw revealing a ball of pulsing red flames. Jack turned to the women clustered around him. “Please get out of here.”
“Wait,” Alina said.
Jack did not wait. Launching himself into the air, a sudden weightlessness took hold of his body as his levitation ability activated. A small hourglass appeared on the top right hand side of his field of vision. 
The dragon twisted its head up and let loose with a jet of wilting flames. Jack jerked up, and the flames streamed past beneath his feet. Gnawing at his lower lip, he watched the timer as it slowly sank down to zero. 
A fall from this height might not be fatal, but he’d almost certainly break a few bones in the process. 
C’mon, c’mon, he thought. He was still a good dozen feet from the tip of the dragon’s snout and by his estimates he had less than a second and a half left on the timer.
AI Note: Let’s give you a little boost.
“Oof,” Jack grunted as a wild wind swept around him. He shot up with a dizzy making suddenness, and then he was plummeting back down towards the dragon’s back. Thunder roared and lightning flashed across the dark clouds that covered the sky, illuminating a sea of hooked spikes spread across the dragon’s back.
Jack’s eyes widened. He twisted in mid-air, positioning himself towards the only part of the dragon that wasn’t going to kill him- the base of the neck which also just happened to be where the knight sat. 
“Where did you go! Cowardly traitor, come back,” he boomed while simultaneously waving his hammer around like a crazy person.
Jack brought his halberd back behind his head, before sweeping it down in a slapping motion. The flat end of the halberd connected solidly against the side of the knight’s head with a resounding clank.
Now, it was the knight’s turn to say ‘oof’, though when he fell no AI God prevented him from breaking every bone in his body against the flagstone floor many feet below. Jack landed neatly in the spot that the knight had just vacated. Without meaning to, he absentmindedly rubbed the dragon’s neck.
“Boy, you’re a big ‘un, aren’t you,” he said.
The dragon shrieked. Convulsing in violent paroxysms, it shuddered in a twisting, snarling mass of anger, scales, and confusion. Planting himself flat against its neck, Jack held on with every ounce of strength in his body.
The hourglass had flipped over and was blinking a faint red.
Just a few more seconds and I can float back down to safety, Jack thought.
AI Note: Negative.
What do you mean? Jack thought.
AI Note: How do you think you’re going to kill it from the ground? You’ll be a sitting duck. It’s now or never.
Jack frowned. Though this latest wrinkle left him far from happy, he had to concede that the God had a point. It was now or never. His girls were still on the floor, and he wasn’t about to abandon them.
“But, I don’t have a weapon,” he said.
AI Note: You have the only weapon you need- your brain.
Without a second thought, Jack bashed his forehead against the dragon’s neck. All this earned him, however, was a spreading soreness and more of that faint, annoying laughter. 
Dazed and confused, Jack cast about for a solution to his problem, and was promptly thrown off the dragon’s back.




Chapter 36


Just as before, his levitation abilities kicked in almost immediately. Hovering in mid-air, Jack turned and regarded the dragon coolly. It didn’t seem to realize Jack had been thrown off yet. Unfortunately, this helped little with his predicament. He was no closer to slaying the dragon than he had been a minute ago. 
Goddamn traitor, where are you?
Jack blinked. The words had entered his head just as if he’d thought it himself, though the tone of voice was rough and gravelly.
Are you a new God? He thought.
AI Note: I’m not a God.
Knowing this for a test of faith, Jack ignored the God in his head. He had bigger fish to fry.
The dragon stopped writhing and straightened his neck so that his head was level with Jack. Its red eyes flared. Saber length white fangs sprouted from its upper and lower lips.
“Jack, catch!” Alina yelled.
She hurtled up a spear that Jack caught one handed, and just in time too, because a moment later the dragon opened his mouth revealing a sea of flames dancing behind its tongue.
With just a few seconds remaining on his levitation abilities, Jack zipped up to the remaining portion of the ceiling. His flying magic gave out a few feet above the rooftop and Jack fell with a jarring thud. Dropping into a crouch, he turned, and braced his spear against the ground.
The dragon rose through the hole in the rooftop. Its eyes burned with a furious intensity.
You will pay for what you did to my rider.
You can talk? Jack thought.
Of course I can talk, I’m a dragon. It snorted, a motion that sent two burning plumes of steam out from either nostril. 
Then you heard everything I said earlier, about me not being an actual traitor.
Your explanation was hardly satisfying.
I’d rather not kill you.
The dragon’s lips curled up. Amusement softened the hard edges of its eyes. What makes you think you have any chance in hell of doing that?
I already killed your rider.
He was a fool. 
That’s not a very nice way to talk about a friend! Jack thought.
Bah, you don’t know the half of it. Always going around yelling die, die, die. Dragon riders aren’t selected for their brains.
Jack’s anger at the dragon’s rudeness cooled as he realized the giant lizard did have a point about his erstwhile companion’s monomaniacal fascination with death. 
Oh, what do they select dragon riders for? Jack thought politely. 
The dragon widened his mouth, and for a single terrifying second, Jack thought he was going to be burnt to a crisp. When the flames failed to appear, he realized the dragon was sighing. 
Mostly the ability to swing a hammer really hard.
That’s it? Jack thought.
That’s it, the dragon confirmed.
Oh boy, I’m sorry.
Don’t be. You’re just a deathbound traitor. You didn’t do anything wrong. Well, aside from killing all those noblemen and the whole taking over the castle thing. Speaking of which….
The dragon opened his mouth, and this time a bright ball of flames did appear. By this point, the first inkling of a plan had taken hold in Jack’s mind. Quick as the wind, he sprinted across the rooftop. Before the dragon could so much as exhale, Jack had the tip of his spear positioned a mere hair’s breadth from the dragon’s right eye.
By the Gods, but you’re fast. Well played, the dragon thought. You haven’t killed me, a sign of intelligence if I’ve ever seen it. Shall I take you to my treasure horde?
No, Jack thought.
A wave of confusion washed through Jack. With a jolt, he realized he was no longer merely hearing the dragon’s thoughts, but he was actually feeling the dragon’s emotions.
You will kill me then?
No.
I don’t understand.
Keep your treasure. I desire something far more valuable. Take me to Bhal.
Confusion turned to amusement. My boy, you certainly are an ambitious one, aren’t you. 
Just do as I say, or I’ll poke you in the eye.
The dragon yawned. Poke me in the eye, it’s not going to help you.
It’s a simple trade. Do you want to die?
Yes.
Jack was taken aback. Not having a ready reply to the dragon’s response, he hurriedly tapped his foot and pretended to look pissed off. 
It wasn’t that hard to pretend.
You seem like a nice enough guy, so I’ll lay this out in simple terms for you. I’m bound to serve Bhal. It’s hardly a choice. I could no more betray him than you could saw off your own foot.
In fact, the dragon continued. As much as I’ve enjoyed this little conversation, it’s become clear that further consorting with you will bring my master no advantages. 
Jack gasped. It was as if he’d been dunked in a vat of ice-water. Small hairs rose across the back of his arms and legs as a deep and trenchant sorrow washed over him.
Time to die, die, die, the dragon thought with an ironic sadness.
Its eyes glowed with a powerful warmth. Thin rays of bright light penetrated between its scales. Jack swung the spear with all his strength against the dragon’s eye, but to no avail. It bounced right off, as though the eye were made of steel.
“There you are!” Alina said.
She tackled Jack, driving the breath from his lungs in the process. Together they moved rapidly to the edge of the roof. Jack’s whole body went limp. With his chin perched on her shoulder, he watched the dragon glow ever brighter. 
“Jack, snap out of it,” Alina said.
“What?” Jack said.
“I need you to perform the flying spell for me,” she said.
AI Note: Your levitation abilities are made possible via meticulous research into a subfield of physics known as applied psionics. It is not magic.
You sound miffed, Jack thought.
The God in his head did not answer him, which was just as well, because Alina had not waited for his answer. Trusting to fate instead, she launched both of them off the roof of the castle and into the thin night air.
For the third time that night, Jack’s levitation abilities seamlessly switched on and together the two gently floated down to the castle lawn. Soft grass crumpled under their feet.
“We did it, we’re safe,” Jack said.
The castle exploded behind him.




Chapter 37


“There he is,” Lauren said. 
She raced over to where Jack laid on the ground. Picking him up, she cradled his head in her lap and wiped away the thin layer of ash that covered his forehead. Jack huffed and sneezed. He wheezed, coughed, and turned to the side. A thin stream of vomit spilled from his mouth. Lauren stroked his hair.
“He’s alive,” she said excitedly.
The other girls rushed over to where he lay. Jack opened his eyes.
“What happened?” he said.
“The dragon self-destructed,” Janice said. She squatted beside him. “They have a nasty tendency to do that.”
Jack looked up at the sky. It was so expansive, blue, and clear. It was hard to believe that anything could be wrong with the world on a day like today.
“Is there anything left of the castle?” Jack said.
“Nope,” Christine said. “Most everybody’s dead or scattered to the four winds.”
“Oh,” Jack said. With a great effort, he sat up. “Well, that puts a wrinkle in my plans.”
Christine shrugged. A look of great wariness marred her otherwise youthful features. “What can you do?”
Jack blinked. With a great effort, he turned his head. “Where’s Alina?”
“Right here.” Alina propped herself up on her elbow and turned her head towards Jack. A dull cough rattled her body. Wincing against the pain, Jack reached out and slid his arm around her body. He hugged her tight to him.
She pressed her open palm to his chest.
“What will we do now?” Julie said. A slight whine colored her voice. 
Jack’s mouth pressed into a thin line. After everything that’d happened to the poor girl, they’d finally had something close to stability, and now it was gone.
“We rebuild,” Jack said. 
A soft tap, tap, tap, echoed from the wreckage. Jack looked up, and was surprised to see Omius striding through the rubble. The old man wore a faded brown cloak. The tapping came from his knobbly walnut cane. 
“You survived?” Alina said.
A wry smile twisted up the old man’s face. “I have a few tricks up my sleeve. So, it would seem Bhal wasn’t too happy about losing his castle. He always was the sort of man to cut off his nose to spite his face.”
“I’m going to kill him,” Jack said.
Omius chuckled. “Such conviction, I like it. Unfortunately, Bahl has taken refuge in Deepwater Port. The city is virtually unassailable.”
“It doesn’t matter where he is,” Jack said.
A deep aching pain gripped his heart. He leaned over and coughed. Omius gripped his cane a little tighter.
“You’re in no condition to be killing anyone, lad. Fortunately, we’re not in a bad position at all,” he said.
Janice raised an eyebrow. “We?”
“If you’re going after Bhal, you’ll need a court magician,” he said.
“What use is a court magician without a court?” Christine shot back.
Omius jerked his head towards the rubble. “The castle may be gone, but the castle core still exists.”
Alina rubbed her eyes. “I thought that was just a tall tale?”
“The powers that be aren’t overly fond of sharing their secrets. The castle is powered by a crystal core that contains a sentient spirit. This destruction is something of a blessing in disguise,” he said.
“How so?” Jack said.
“While the castle core is sentient, she’s heavily effected by her master,” Omius said. “Bhal had a dark influence over her personality. The castle’s destruction is the best thing that could’ve happened to her. The explosion didn’t merely level the castle,  it also wore the castle core down into a mere nub. You can reestablish the castle,” he said.
Gritting against the deep ache that’d settled in his bones, Jack got to his feet. He rolled his shoulders and turned towards the broken down castle.
It looks like Hiroshima.
The thought penetrated his consciousness like a dart through the fog. 
What the hell is Hiroshima?
“Jack? Are you okay?” Lauren said.
“I’m fine,” he said. “It’s just these damn memories.”
“Iowa again?” Alina said.
“No, a place this time. Hiroshima. I think it was also the site of an exploding dragon,” he said.
Julie’s hands flew to her mouth. “How terrible!” 
“I’d like to talk with you more about those memories of yours,” Omius said.
Jack bowed his head. “Certainly, but now we have work to do. Where is this crystal?”
“Down in the dungeons. I should warn you, it’s guarded by powerful spirits,” Omius said.
“I can handle that,” Jack said.
“Let me show you to it then.”




Chapter 38


It took some time, but eventually Omius located the black square that led down to the sub-basement where the castle core was located. A large stone lay half over the steel covering. Jack pulled it out of the way with a groan. 
Omius sat down on top of it and stretched out his legs. “If you don’t mind, I’ll sit this one out.”
Janice shot him a curious look. “Why are you doing this?” 
“Doing what?” he said.
“Helping us?” she said.
“In this life, a man doesn’t have many choices. His profession, his lord, where he lays his head are all ordained by birth. The opportunity to choose your own master, to have a positive influence- well, that’s not something I’m going to pass up,” he said.
“Alina, are you coming with me?” Jack said.
“You betcha,” she said.
“I’m coming too,” Janice said.
“And me,” Christine said. 
“And me,” Lauren piped up.
“I guess I’ll come too,” Julie added shyly.
Jack shook his head. “I appreciate the offers, but I need you guys up here. Search for survivors. We’re leaving as soon as we get back.”
“Where to?” Christine said.
Jack turned to Omius. “This castle core will grow anywhere?”
The old man nodded.
“Good, then we’ll grow it in your village,” Jack said.
“Stonewater?” Christine said.
“If that’s what it’s called,” he said.
A look of relief washed over Julie’s face. “Oh, I’ve missed home so much.”
Christine planted her hands on her hips. “Wait, aren’t you guys forgetting something?”
Jack shot her a quizzical glance.
“Weapons,” she said with a sigh.
“Oh right,” he said.
His eyes played over the rubble, before stopping on some bright shining steel. 
“Hello,” he murmured.
He walked over and picked up a long hafted war pick. One side curved down into a wicked, beak-like point while the other swelled to a large hammer. Jack twirled the weapon in his hand, and started off for the dungeon door. Alina jogged up to his side. A bandolier was strapped diagonally across her chest. Twin daggers poked up from the belt around her waist.
“Ready?” Jack said.
“Let’s do this,” Alina said.
Sliding his fingers into the thin gap where the metal plate met the ground, Jack heaved it back, revealing a stone staircase that led straight down.
“Is the castle core heavy?” Jack said.
Omius shook his hand. “Nah.”
Alina produced two small cylinders from her pocket. She struck them against one another, producing a bright yellow light. She handed one to Jack. He accepted it with a grateful nod, and the two started down.
Jack found that he had to pay careful attention to each step, lest he slip and fall. Time passed unnoticed until finally the last step appeared and the hole merged into a short tunnel that terminated in a circular room.
A light green glowing crystal was lodged firmly in a plinth in the room’s center. Two tall stone statues stood off to either side. The one on the left wore a twisted, angry expression beneath a mop of finely carved hair. A broad bladed two headed ax was clutched in both hands. 
Meanwhile, the one on the right’s face was nothing more than a blank sheet of stone. Its four arms were twisted in a bizarre configuration that made it look as if it were frozen mid-dance.
“I expect those are the spirits Omius was talking about,” Alina said.
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
AI Note: Don’t get hit. Even with your enhanced durability, a direct strike will hurt. A lot.
Jack’s mouth went dry. “Well, no use standing around.”
He took a step forward. Stretching out his shoulders, he swung the war pick in a figure eight pattern. He’d never handled the weapon before, but it was a fairly simple tool and he quickly got the hang of it. 
The four armed stone statue charged forward. Jack slipped to the side. Swinging his pick low to the ground, he twirled past the stone giant and brought it up in a savage strike against its groin. 
Stone chips flew out in a cloud. As Jack moved past, the pick’s haft caught on the giant’s leg. It twisted around, and nearly flew out of his grip. He gritted his teeth and held on for dear life. By some miracle, the pick remained in his grip. Swinging out in a wide circle, he brought it crashing down on the giant’s back, sending him staggering forward. 
“Aagh!” the second giant sprang into action beside him.
The short hairs on the back of his neck stiffened as instinct took over. Jack ducked beneath the second statue’s blade. A puff of air knocked against his leg, sending him stumbling to the side. 
“Duck!” Alina yelled. 
Jack bent into an awkward crouch as an explosion rocked the cavern. Letting his pick trail from his right hand, he brought his left arm up to shield his face from a shower of stone splinters. 
A sharp crack filled the air. Jack lowered his arm and discovered that the four armed statue had lost his two left limbs. A long crack ran down its torso. The explosion seemed to have stunned the other statue. Taking advantage of its weakened state, Jack launched himself up and slammed the sharp end of his pick against the back of the statue’s head. A deep crack spiderwebbed along the back of its skull.
With a creak and a moan, the statue spun around and tried to grab Jack with one monstrous, outstretched hand. Jack ducked and swung out with the opposite end of his war pick, slamming the hammer against the statue’s ankle. 
It landed with a resounding crack, and more spiderwebs shot up along the statue’s calf. The creature let out a gravel throated cry and heaved the ax downward in a single handed strike. Jack leapt out of the way. The ax swished heavily through the air, missing Jack by a fraction of an inch.
Another explosion rocked the chamber. This one came without warning. Jack’s cheeks burned as a wave of stone splinters washed over him. Another sharp crack sounded. This time it was connected to a distant pinging noise as the giant’s head bounced off the far side of the cavern.
With another raucous creak, the four armed giant’s torso split apart. It sank to its knees. Jack broke into action. Sprinting around the monster’s legs, he hammered viciously against its right knee. With a pop and a crack, it burst apart, and the second giant toppled face forward onto the ground. 
Reaching up to wipe a few beads of sweat from his forehead, he locked eyes with Alina. Ghost white and shaking, the former guard held a faded green ball in her right hand.
“You okay?” Jack said.
Alina pressed her lips tight together and shook her head rapidly.
“What was that?” Jack said.
“Boom ball. Probably should’ve told you about them, before we came down here. The way it works is there’s a fire spirit locked inside a glass tube. When I twist the top, it breaks the glass and the spirit superheats the water surrounding it, creating an explosion,” she said.
Jack surveyed the destruction that lay before them. He pursed his lips and nodded his head. “Very effective.”
“Forgive me,” she said. “It’s been ages since I used one. I forgot how destructive they are.”
Jack waved away her objection. “I should be thanking you. Without your quick thinking, it’s likely we’d both be dead.”
He kicked the statue’s side. “Or this would’ve taken a little more elbow grease.”
“Elbow grease?” Alina cocked an eyebrow. “That’s a new one.”
Jack chuckled. “Not actual grease from your elbow. It’s an expression that means hard work. Funny how I can remember that, and yet so much else remains a mystery to me.”
Alina crossed the room and ran her fingers through Jack’s hair. Her skin was clammy and shaking. “I’ll help you remember. We’ll figure it out together.”
A sudden warmth burned in Jack’s chest. Reaching out, he snaked one arm around her waist and brought her closer to him. Pushing up on his tiptoes, he planted a kiss against the crown of her head.
The two stood silent in that dead hallway. The warmth from Jack’s body flowed into Alina, renewing her. His hand brushed down the length of her back. 
“I don’t need to know,” he finally said. “Whatever passed before is gone. There is so much that exists before me now.”
“Like me?” Alina said in a small voice.
“You most of all,” Jack said, cradling her. 
Are you my new daddy?
Jack broke from Alina and looked back towards the crystal. “Is my mind just a free for all, now?”
I’m sorry, I don’t understand.
Jack growled. The God was one thing, and the dragon something else. But now a mineral was invading his cerebral privacy, and it was really setting him on edge. The crystal must’ve sensed his frustration, because a second later Jack was hit by a wave of embarrassment.
I did wrong, didn’t I?
“Are you the castle core?” Jack said.
Yes, I am castle core. You are new daddy?
“Jack?” Alina patted his shoulder. “Who are you talking to?”
“The castle core invaded my head,” he said.
“Oh!” she brightened. “How lucky, I wish a castle core would talk to me.”
“What do you mean?” Jack said.
“Castle cores are choosy about who they speak to. You should treat this as a great honor,” she said.
“It’s asking me if I’m its daddy,” Jack said.
Alina slapped Jack. A shocked expression spread across her face. 
“Geez, that hurts,” Jack said, massaging his shoulder.
“You never call a castle core it. That’s so insulting,” Alina said.
“Then what do I call it,” Jack swung to the side, dodging her open palm. “I mean, the core.”
“You call her she,” Alina said.
“What if it’s a he?” Jack said.
Alina pinched her forehead. “Sometimes I forget how little you know of this world. Castle cores are always feminine. It’s in their nature to grow and nurture, to provide warmth and comfort for their children.”
“Can’t men do that too? What about fathers,” Jack said.
“It’s not the same. Anyway, this isn’t a debate. Castle cores are women, just deal with it,” she said. 
“Sure, fine. Whatever you say,” Jack said, eager not to be hit again.
New daddy?
“Yes, I’m your new daddy. Now hold still,” Jack said.
“Why are you talking to her?” Alina said.
“Am I not supposed to?” Jack said.
“I mean, you can. But if she’s inside your head, you should also be able to communicate via thought,” she said.
“There’s enough madness crawling around in my brain,” Jack said. “Let’s grab her and bring her up. This place gives me the creeps.”
“Be careful,” Alina cautioned. 
Jack grabbed one end of the castle core, and was surprised by how warm it was. A jolt of emotion ran up through his skin as soon as he touched it. Alina went around to the other side.
“Oh great core, I am honored by your presence,” Alina said.
“On the count of one, two, three,” Jack said. 
He lifted his end off the plinth. Alina grunted and nearly dropped the core in the process. Poking her head around the side, she glared at Jack.
“Careful.”
Jack nodded absentmindedly as he positioned himself with his back to the cavern opening. Taking care to step over the statue, he started off towards the staircase.
***“They’ve been down there for a really long time. Do you think someone should check up on them?” Julie said.
“I’ll do it,” Lauren said.
Christine shot out her hand and caught hold of Lauren’s arm. “Hold on, if something got Jack there’s no way you’re handling it on your own.”
Lauren shook off her arm. “I’m going after him and you can’t stop me.”
“Then I’m going too,” Christine said.
“Don’t leave me behind!” Julie said.
Janice fingered the long knife belted to her waist. Only Omius was still. A thin scraping sound emanated from the hole. 
“It’s him!” Lauren said.
The scraping sounded again, louder this time.
“Jack, are you okay?” she said.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“I’m also fine, thank you,” Alina said in a sour tone.
“She didn’t ask about you though?” Julie said. A look of genuine confusion marred her face. Christine touched her shoulder. Mouthing the word no, she shook her head silently.
A second later, Jack exited the tunnel. Hunched over and walking backwards, beads of sweat dripped down his face in thick sheets. In his arms, he carried a gently glowing crystal.
“Oooh, a real live castle core!” Lauren said. “I want to touch it!”
“Don’t you dare,” Christine growled.
Ignoring her, Lauren walked up to the crystal and touched its side. “Wow, toasty.”
Christine yanked her away as Alina’s head popped out through the opening. 
“I’m dead,” she said, panting. “I’m so, so dead.” 
“How are we going to get this thing to the village?” Janice said.
“There are villages ringing the castle. We’ll appropriate a horse and wagon from some lucky farmer,” Omius said.
Janice squinted. “That doesn’t sound very lucky to me.”
“Trust me, young lady. When they find out it’s for a good cause, they’ll be over the moon that they could help,” he said.
Jack arched his back. The trip up the stairs had taken something out of him, and now all he wanted to do was rest. 
“Hey, what’s that?” he said.
Lauren gently touched his side. “It’s a rock dear.”
“No, not that. The white thing beyond it,” Jack said.
He moved around her and through the rubble towards the bone white stone beyond. Squatting down by its side, he placed one hand against its rough exterior. A faded warmth pulsed out through the stone and into his palm.
“It’s alive,” he said.
“It’s a dragon egg,” Omius announced. The old man crouched beside him. “We’ll be taking this one, too.”
“After what just happened?” Jack said.
“Precisely, because of what just happened,” Omius said. “Dragons are loyal to a fault. Once bound, they’re bound for life. If we’re serious about setting up a rival power base to Bhal, we’re going to need all the help we can get.”
“You’re serious about this whole mounting a rebellion thing, aren’t you?” Christine said.
“It’s the only choice we have,” Omius said.
“Maybe for you. I still have a home and a village to return to,” she said. She planted her hands on Lauren and Julie’s shoulders. “All three of us do.”
“And when Bhal decides to reassert control over this area? What then?” Omius said.
“We’ll go into hiding,” Christine said stubbornly.
“Like you did last time when he abducted you? No, this is a rare chance. We’ve been sent a champion. The Gods have smiled on us. We have a castle core and a dragon egg. We have a chance to remake the world,” Omius said.
“And my ring,” Jack said.
Catching sight of a faint glimmer on the ground beside the egg, he picked it up and carefully slid it over his finger. It hugged his skin, warm and reassuring.
Omius squinted. “That’s a potent bit of magic right there.”
“Crazy you found this among all the rubble,” Lauren said.
“Hardly, an artifact like that has a mind of its own. Don’t expect it to ever get too far away from you,” Omius said.
“It would’ve come in handy during the dragon fight,” Alina said.
“Hey, don’t call her an it. Besides, she’s doing the best she can,” Jack said.
Alina snorted. “Your sword ring is hardly the same as a castle core, if that’s what you’re insinuating.”
“Oh, you might be surprised. I can feel a power emanating from the ring. It is more than just a sword,” Omius said. 
“She,” Jack said.
Omius rolled his eyes, but didn’t pursue the matter any further.
“I’ll take a chance to get a warm bath and a hot meal,” Alina said. “Gods, and to think just a few hours ago, I was at a feast. What a waste of an opportunity.”
“How can you think about that now?” Christine said.
“All I’m saying is the dragon could’ve picked a better time to attack,” Alina grumbled. 
Jack patted his stomach, silently grateful that the dragon had saved him from the snail plate. The slimy tentacled head pushed into his memory, causing him to grimace. 




Chapter 39


The inn appeared at the end of the road. Nestled in the crook of a river, butter yellow light spilled out through its windows and out across the lawn. A thin stream of smoke curled out from the chimney.  
“Let’s stop here for the night,” Lauren said.
“No,” Christine said flatly. “We stay on the road.”
“What? Why? I want to sleep in a bed. A real one,” she said.
“I wouldn’t mind a bed,” Jack said, scratching his lower back. Space on the wagon was limited, which meant he’d spent most of the past fourteen hours walking across poorly maintained dirt roads. 
As it turned out, requisitioning farm equipment was the least of their worries. The exploding dragon had scared away most of the surrounding peasantry, and while Jack felt mild remorse at the theft of two horses, a wagon, and food stores, the fact that it was going towards a good cause was sufficient consolation for him. 
Alina formed her hand into a blade and shaded her eyes against the setting sun. “It’s a risk, for sure. But the horses need fresh water and fodder.”
“They can drink from the river,” Christine said.
Jack rubbed his eyes. Between the dragon attack and his flight from the castle, he’d barely slept at all in the past 24 hours. 
“We’ll take shifts on the wagon,” he said.
“But,” Christine began. 
“We’ve already fought off a goddamn dragon,” Lauren said. “We’re not going to find anything at the inn scarier than that.”
“Omius, a little back up?” Christine said.
Loud snoring from the wagon’s interior answered her question.
Jack clapped his hands together. The prospect of a hot meal had him salivating.
“It’s settled then, let’s eat.”
***AI Note: Watch out, those guys look rough.
I thank you, oh God of the mind, Jack thought.
A distant grumbling filled the back of Jack’s head. He wondered if he’d ever achieve any truer insights into the AI God’s nature. Perhaps when the fog of memory lifted and his vision became clearer. 
“What will it be?” the bartender said.
A big lout of a man with a florid face, cauliflower ears, and a whisky blossom nose, he set his ham hock forearms on the bar, and stared balefully across the tavern.
“My companions and I request dinner and a room,” Jack said.
“We only have one room left,” the man said.
“That won’t be a problem,” Jack said.
“There’s only one bed,” he said.
“Also, not a problem,” Lauren said. She clutched Jack’s arm tightly.
The bartender raised an eyebrow. “That’s quite the family you’ve got there.”
“We make it work,” Lauren said.
She flashed the bartender a wink while simultaneously reaching down to Jack’s crotch with her other hand.
“Not now,” Jack said.
Lauren pouted as he gently guided her hand away from his rapidly swelling manhood. 
“Right then,” the bartender said brusquely. “Get yourselves a table, and I’ll clean out the room for you degenerates.”
“Will there be a bubble bath?” Julie said. 
“Baths are an extra five coppers,” the bartender said.
“Oh, I’d so love a bubble bath. Can we?” she said.
“One bubble bath, please,” Jack said.
“Alisha,” the bartender barked into the back of the tavern. “Freshen up room 301, and bring up some hot water and soap for the bath.”
With that finished, he jerked his head towards a long plank table nestled in the corner of the room. The travelers walked over and had a seat. Before long, a buxom serving wench exited from the kitchen bearing an iron pot. Billows of steam rushed up from its surface, covering her face in a misty haze.
She set it in the middle of the table with a clatter and returned to the kitchen. A moment later, she came back bearing a loaf of bread set in the center of a broad wooden platter on one hand. In the other, she grasped several pewter flagons.
“Will that be all, handsome?” she said, batting her eyelashes at Jack. “Or do you want something with a little more meat on it.”
Jack recoiled, mildly uncomfortable as the serving wench thrust her busty chest into his face. The pillowy mounds smacked him square in the nose.
“I’m fine,” he said.
“Hmmm, well call me if you change your mind. I’m starving for a bite of sausage.” She made a mock biting gesture that made Jack extremely uncomfortable, before turning and walking back into the kitchen. As she walked away, she switched her hips from side to side in a salacious manner.
“Begone harlot,” Lauren said beneath her breath.
The serving wench froze. “What did you say?”
“Uhm nothing, this food looks delicious and the service was impeccable,” Lauren said.
The serving wench snorted and strode away.
“Whew, I thought that whore was going to beat me to death with those pillows,” Lauren said.
“Don’t you think that’s a little mean?” Jack said.
“Please, did you see the bazonkers on that girl? Irregardless, I’m starving.” Lauren tore off a thick chunk of bread and used it to sop up the stew. 
“Regardless carries the same meaning, but with one fewer syllable,” Christine chided her gently. Lauren gave no sign of having heard her.
“Om nom nom nom,” she said loudly between bites. She tore off another chunk as the serving wench reemerged from the kitchen with a stack of bowls and a platter filled with utensils and napkins in her arms.
She rolled her eyes derisively. “You’re supposed to eat it from a bowl.”
“I am,” Lauren said. 
She pointed at the giant bowl in the middle of the table. 
“A smaller bowl,” the serving wench growled.
“Look lady, just because you’ve got monster bazonkers doesn’t mean you get to boss me around,” Lauren said.
The serving wench’s eyes narrowed. “Leave my bazonkers out of this.”
“Please, ladies. You all have beautiful bazonkers,” Jack said. He spread his arms in a peace-making gesture. “The bowls and cutlery please.”
The serving wench grumbled, but nonetheless obeyed. As she leaned over next to Jack, she abruptly turned, burying Jack in a mountain of cleavage.
“Would you like anything else, dear?” she said.
New Quest Alert: Motorboat those bazonkers.
For the first time since Jack had arrived in this strange new world, he disobeyed a quest directive. Pulling his head a polite distance away, he smiled. “No, thank you.”
“Just let me know, hun.”
The waitress winked and disappeared.
“Boy, those were some bazonkers, huh?” Lauren said between bites of bread.
Jack pursed his lips. “Do any of you know what a motorboat is?”
“No idea,” Christine said, shaking her head.
They ate the rest of their meal in silence. 
“I’ll go relieve the others,” Jack said, getting up from the table. 
He’d already started for the door when it slammed open and seven miniature humans filed in one after the other. With beaked noses, steely grey eyes, and dull green-grey skin, they were obviously of inhuman origin.
Jack came abreast with the first in line. Out of nowhere, he leapt to the side. The dwarf’s shoulder collided heavily with Jack’s torso, sending him stumbling away.
“Ouch, what was that?” Jack said.
“Out of the way dirty human,” the lead little person said.
“Oi,” the second dwarf said.
“To ‘ell with you,” the third said.
“Filthy ‘uman,” the fourth said.
A litany of expletives flowed from the remaining three as they compared Jack variously to garbage, offal, and offal eating animals. 
“Oi,” the first dwarf stopped abruptly. “Is some females.”
“Womenfolk,” the second said.
“Fucktoys,” the third said.
“Semen demons,” the fourth said.
“Speak and lose your head,” Jack said to the fifth.
The dwarf glanced down at the knife held flush to his neck and gulped. 
“Where did you learn your manners?” Jack demanded.
“I don’t know, why don’t you ask your mother?” the first dwarf said.
Jack lifted his knife and with a flick of his wrist sent it sailing through the air towards the first dwarf’s forehead. It clinked dully against the grey-green expanse, bounced away, and fell to the ground.
The dwarf growled. The other dwarfs growled. Jack grew uncomfortable.
New Quest Activated: Barroom brawl. Give as good as you get.
Enhanced strength: Activated
Enhanced Durability: Activated
A chair came crashing down on the back of Jack’s neck, sending him staggering forward. The girls sprang from their seats. Jack vaguely became aware of Lauren pulling a long knife from her belt. 
He twirled and snapped out a sharp kick. The heel of his boot caught solidly on a dwarf’s chin. He let out an oomph and dropped to the floor. 
Sensor Tech: Activated
He detected the pitter-patter of tiny, rushing feet coming up behind him. Dropping into a crouch, he shot out with one sweeping leg and knocked the charging dwarf onto his backside. 
“What the hell is going on here?” the bartender yelled. “Stop it this minute.”
Jack took his request under consideration and rejected it. Reaching over, he grabbed a long table and smashed it on top of the downed dwarf. It splintered and smashed apart. Hefting it higher, Jack brought the pointed end down heavily on top of the prone figure.
It broke, and the figure’s eyes snapped wide open. 
“Foolish human,” it growled. 
It gripped what remained of the table and yanked Jack down. He let go of the table, and rolled to the side. A grey rocket whizzed towards his face.
Speed: Enhanced
Jack whipped his arm around and grabbed hold of the pewter mug. Swinging it down, he made solid contact with the side of a nearby dwarf’s head, sending him pitching into the wall. 
The dwarf propped himself up with his back to the wall and glared at Jack.
“You don’t mess around boy, do you?” he said.
“Why don’t you die?” Jack said.
The dwarf grimaced, then smiled. “You’ve never met a dwarf before, have you?”
Jack shook his head.
“I had you pegged for a rude lad, now I know you’re just stupid. Hey boys, settle down. I’m calling it off,” the dwarf said.
He waved his hand and the other dwarfs abruptly stopped what they were doing.
“Agh!” The buxom serving wench shot out of the kitchen with a porcelain serving tray clutched tight in both hands. She sent it rocketing down onto the nearest dwarf’s head. He staggered forward a few steps, but otherwise gave no sign that he’d even noticed her.
“You’ve got balls, lad. I’ll hand it to you.” He waved to the bartender. “Drinks all around.”
“I’d love to stay and drink, but I have friends waiting for me outside,” Jack said.
“Come in, come in,” the dwarf said, gesturing to the two. “We’re all settling down to drink.”
“Not in my bar, you ain’t. You buggers think I’m going to let you sit down and drink after you damn near destroyed my livelihood?” the bartender said.
He folded his arms across his chest and glared at the dwarf.
“I think you will for eleven gold guilders,” the dwarf retorted.
He plucked a velvet bag from his belt and slammed it down on a nearby table. The bartender bit his lower lip, obviously torn between greed and anger. Greed won out.
“Count that for me,” he said.
The buxom serving wench walked over and picked up the velvet bag. She opened it and spilled its contents onto her hand. Planting one finger on each guilder, she rapidly counted the pieces before returning them to the bag.
“All here,” she said.
“Alright,” the barkeep growled. “But if there’s any more trouble.”
He trailed off.
“There won’t be,” the lead dwarf said. He offered his hand to Jack. Taken by surprise, he shook back. 
“Name’s Hasan, sorry for the earlier fracas,” he said.
“I’m not the one you should be apologizing to,” Jack said.
“Right you are,” Hasan said. “Ladies, I am truly and deeply sorry for the hurtful words I used earlier. I had no right at all.”
“You bet you didn’t,” Christine said.
“But you can make it up to us with a round of free drinks,” Lauren said.
“Make that two rounds,” Alina said.
The dwarf reached into his pocket and pulled out two more guilders which he laid on the table. “Drinks all around. Come, let’s sit.” 
The dwarf started for the only unbroken table in the room. Jack felt a faint tugging towards the door. He didn’t want to drink with the dwarves, but he wasn’t about to leave his companions alone with the dwarves.
“Big man, you most of all,” the dwarf said.
“There’s something I need to look after,” he said.
“What? The core? Omius is looking after that. Besides, the core can look after herself. Trust me, once a core has bound herself to someone, that bond doesn’t break easily,” Alina said.
“Wait, what do you mean bound herself? When did that happen?” Jack asked.
“When you beat her guardians and lifted her out of the ground,” Alina said.
“You have a castle core? Well consider me chuffed,” Hasan said. 
“Is it that big of a deal?” Jack said.
“Yes, it is,” Alina said.
The buxom serving wench came out with a tray full of mugs. Alina snatched one, earning a scowl from the wench that she conspicuously ignored. Tipping the mug back, she gulped it down in three quick motions before slamming the mug down on a nearby table.
“Now tell me, noble dwarf. What brings you down from your mountain keep?” she said.
“Best get yourselves a drink,” the dwarf motioned towards the serving wench. With a tight flick of his wrist, he swatted her backside. She giggled and took two quick steps forward.
“Don’t spill the drinks,” Christine said.
“Sorry,” the wench said.
“I wasn’t talking to you,” she said.
She glared at Hasan. The dwarf raised both of his hands in a defensive gesture. “A thousand apologies. Now, do you want to hear the story about Malgorath the great and his tribe of many tusked trolls, or not?”
Jack grabbed a mug of beer and sat down at a nearby table. 
“Please, go ahead,” he said. 
“The trolls came down from their nest high atop the Silver Stone mountains. Fierce yetis, their fur as frozen as their icy hearts. Many tusked were their mouths, and terrible were their wanton ways,” he said.
“I thought you said they were trolls?” Lauren said.
“Don’t interrupt,” one of the dwarves said.
“Peace Finglebearen,” Hasan said. Stroking his beard, he turned to Lauren. “The terms are interchangeable, lass.”
“Oh, we don’t get many yetis down here in the lowlands,” she said.
“Why do you think we’re here,” Finglebearen said with a derisive laugh.
“Fingle-dingle! We’re making friends. Don’t ruin this for me,” Hasan said.
“A thousand apologies,” Finglebearen said.
Hasan grumbled indistinctly before continuing. “As I was saying, for a hundred days and a hundred and one nights, we fought valiantly against the advancing cave trolls.”
Lauren elbowed Jack and loudly whispered. “He just called them yetis a minute ago.”
Ignoring her, Hasan continued: “Losses were heavy on both sides. Heavier on their side I wager, for though we were small in number our spirits more than compensated for our lack of size.”
Lauren buried her hand in Jack’s lap. With a sloppy half-grin, she gripped his manhood. “There are some things you can’t compensate for, eh?”
Simultaneously aroused and annoyed, Jack was caught between the desire to swat her hand away and to bury it deeper into his crotch. Christine came to the rescue, pulling Lauren’s hand away with a scowl.
“I’m sorry, she means to say I have a large penis,” Jack explained.
“Oh,” said Hasan.
“I care little for the size myself, but I believe Lauren finds intense enjoyment in its overlarge length and girth,” Jack said.
“I see,” said Hasan.
Jack took a sip of his drink. He was glad to have cleared up the confusion, though the dwarf still appeared somewhat mystified. 
“It would seem you’re a little confused,” Jack said.
“Not really,” said Hasan.
“Perhaps you would like to see it for yourself, to better understand my friend’s innuendo,” Jack said.
“I would not,” said Hasan.
Jack shrugged. He supposed it was a minor point after all. Reaching down, he grabbed Lauren’s hand and placed it back in his lap. “Continue with your tale.”
“Well, uhm.” Hasan glanced down at Jack’s lap, before looking away.
“Yes, is something the matter?” Jack said.
“No, nothing,” Hasan said a smidge too quickly. “I was just finding my place in the story. Where was I?”
“A hundred days and a hundred nights,” Lauren volunteered.
“No dear, it was a hundred days and a hundred and one nights,” Jack said. Folding his hand over the back of her hand, he ground her palm into his crotch. The movement left him warm and stiff. He took another gulp of ale and snuck a look at the serving wench’s cleavage. 
Tonight was shaping up to be a good night after all.
“Yes, well after the trolls-,”
“Yetis,” Lauren corrected him.
“After the interlopers,” Hasan broke off and glowered at Lauren. She smiled blankly back. By this point, she was far more interested in groping Jack under the table than she was in listening to whatever the silly little man said. Hasan continued: “After they broke past our final set of defenses, there was only one thing left for us to do.”
He paused dramatically. A dead silence filled the air. Jack’s heads, both of them, were far away, so it was that Christine asked Hasan the question he so obviously craved.
“And that would be?” she said.
“Sneaking ourselves into giant clay pots, we submerged ourselves in the great underground river. In this manner, we affected our escape. The roaring water and cramped darkness was our home for three long days and three long nights,” he said.
“How do you know?” Lauren said.
Hasan blinked. “Know what?”
“How long it was? I mean, you were underwater, right? In a giant clay jar. Did you have like a clock or something,” she said.
“Yeah, seems a little fishy to me,” Alina said.
“Where did you go to the bathroom?” Julie said.
She turned a bright red and looked at the floor as all eyes landed on her.
“It’s a good question,” Jack said. “Ow, ouch, a little too much.”
He pulled Lauren’s hand back several inches. She pouted. “I’m sorry, babe. I didn’t mean for it to hurt. It’s just so big, I can’t help myself.”
“Yes, we’ve already covered that he’s big,” Hasan said testily.
“You remembered that?” Jack said. 
Lauren leaned over and pecked him on the cheek. “How could anyone forget?”
“You’re talking about his penis, right? I’m sorry, I zoned out there for a bit,” Alina said. 
“Yeah, my man’s packing,” Lauren said.
She dug her hand deeper into Jack’s crotch. He absentmindedly adjusted her hand into a more comfortable position, before turning to the uncomfortable dwarf.
“So, you were saying you hung out in a jar filled with your own excrement for three days?” he said.
“And three nights,” Christine volunteered.
Julie wrinkled her nose. “Jeez mister, that’s not very sanitary. Did you take a bath before you came here.”
“Well, maybe it wasn’t three days and three nights exactly,” one of the dwarves volunteered.
“Probably three hours at the most, if we’re being honest,” another said.
“It doesn’t matter,” Hasan said.
“Regardless, you and your friends appear quite brave,” Jack said diplomatically. “Would you like to accompany us to our village?”
“Will we hear more about your oversized hog?” Hasan said.
“There are many pigs in the village, though only a few can truly be called oversized,” Julie said.
“He’s talking about Jack’s cock,” Christine said.
Lauren’s brow knit together in confusion. “You own a rooster? When did that happen. You were in our village for a single night.”
Christine leaned over and whispered in Lauren’s ear. Lauren’s eyes widened.
“Oh, are we still talking about that?” she said as she gently squeezed Jack’s manhood, causing him to gasp.
Hasan looked away in disgust. 
“We can talk about other things, too. So, how about it? We could use some doughty warriors,” Jack said.
“You would hire us as mercenaries?” Hasan said.
“I’m afraid we don’t have the money for that right now. But, if you’d like to work on a contingency basis, we can offer you riches after we kill lord Bhal and plunder his remaining territory,” Alina said.
“You’re feuding with Bhal, eh?” Hasan shrunk into himself. “Boys, I think we’d best be heading out.”
“You’re not so much of a coward that you’re afraid of big, bad Bhal, are you? After you spent the last fifteen minutes bragging about holding out for one hundred days and a bazillion nights in your own feces,” Christine said, her voice tinged with disgust.
“One hundred and one nights,” Hasan said stiffly. “And it was hardly fifteen minutes. We spent far more time talking about your male associate’s prodigious size.”
“He is pretty big,” Lauren gushed. 
“So, you guys want to come with us?” Jack said.
“That depends, can you drink me under the table?” Hasan flashed him a wicked smile.
New Quest Alert: Drinking contest!
AI Alert: Kick his ass.
***"Wake up sleepy head."
Jack groaned. His hand shot to his forehead. It felt like someone had stuffed a wad of thick cotton into his cranial cavity. 
Lauren's pale face shone in the moonlight. She wasn't wearing a shirt. A rough, warm something brushed against his chest. 
A shiver ran up his body. 
"Where did my blanket go?" Jack said.
Lauren flashed him a smirk. "How am I supposed to do this when you're all covered up?"
"Do wha-- oh."
A wet, warmth enveloped his cock as Lauren positioned herself across his lap. A ripple ran down the length of her breasts, and a smile broke across her face. 
"Let me do the work. Oh, my baby's tired," she said.
She ran her hands down his shoulders to his chest as she began to move her hips in a rhythmic pattern. Jack groaned. He could tell by her voice that she was still a little drunk. 
"How about a kiss, handsome?" Christine whispered in his ear.
Jack turned his head. His other companion was crouched beside his bed. Her head rested atop her wrists. Like Lauren, she was nude. At least, so far as he could tell. 
A pang of regret shot through him that they hadn’t managed to fit Julie in the bed with him. For a second, he considered running downstairs and fetching her from the wagon. Then a wave of pleasure coursed through his body, and he other matters loomed larger in his mind.
"I'm kind of in the middle of something," Jack said. 
He stiffened as Lauren planted her hands on his thighs and straightened her arms, leaning back. Moonlight washed across her body in an unbroken stream. For a hanging moment in time, she was a goddess. Pure. Whole. Ethereal.
She tilted her head, and the moment broke. 
"C'mon Jackie boy," Lauren said with a grin. "Don't tell me you can't manage a little multi-tasking."
"Are you sure?" Jack said.
"Put on a show for me," she said.
Tired of waiting, Christine grabbed hold of his chin and pulled his head to hers. Her lips pressed tight against his, and her tongue swirled in his closed mouth.
Jack let out a little oomph, as a shiver of pure pleasure coursed through his body. 
Lauren recommenced her rhythmic riding. Her motions were smooth and measured, achingly slow at times. Jack's mouth filled with Christine's hot breath. 
She pulled back and nibbled at his ear. Jack flexed his shoulders, arched his lower back, and sighed. The combination of Lauren's smooth, uninterrupted strokes, and Christine's light, dancing tongue ran over him, bringing him to new heights of bliss.
Without warning, Lauren fell over him. Her face stopped half a foot away from his.
"Do you mind?" Christine said.
"Not at all," Lauren said. A mischievous smile played across her eyes. She leaned down and planted a smart peck against Jack's lips. Jack reached up and ran his hands over her chest.
"What is it?" he said.
She leaned down and shot off a series of rapid fire pecking kisses against his lips. To his surprise, a flurry of giggle rumbled up through his chest.
Stopping, Lauren returned to her hovering position, smirk intact. "Nothing honey. I just wanted you to know how much I love you."
A new sensation joined the other two forming a merry trio. Blossoming warmth that ran from his heart to his stomach then up through his throat.
Jack ran a hand over her cheek. "I love you, too."
"Then you'll fuck me hard?"
Jack raised an eyebrow. "Is that what you want?"
Lauren sat back, drawing her torso perpendicular to Jack's body once again. She beat down on his chest in playful, toying motions.
"Fuck me hard! Fuck me hard!" she said in a loud whisper.
"Fine, fine, just don't wake the others," Jack said.
"I'm not making any promises," Lauren said.
Rolling his eyes, Jack sat up at a thirty degree angle and wrapped his arm around her lower back. He brought her in close to his body until he was lying flat against the bed. 
"Hold on," he said.
"Less talking. More fucking."
He shot up with his hips, pushing as deep into her as his cock would go. Her eyes widened.
"Yes. Yes. Yes- oh shit!"
Her words cut off into a stream of incomprehensible moans as he rocketed back and forth inside of her, his hips moving up and down with a terrible power. Each sliding thrust brought another wave of ecstasy shooting through him.
Thick sweaty curtains spread across his brow, his chest, his arms, and legs. A powerful warmth spread through his body. Electricity cackled in his chest. 
Her hair fell around his head, ensconcing him in a cavern in which only he and her existed. Together alone. He pressed his toes down into the bed, arched up, and came deep, deep within her.
He collapsed back and she fell off and rolled to the side. Jack reached out and brought her in close. He closed his eyes and luxuriated in the humming darkness.
A slick warmth folded over his manhood. Jack opened his lips to let a soft moan pass. 
"How are you doing that?" he said.
"Doing what?" Lauren said sleepily.
Jack opened his eyes. His heart caught in his chest.
Lying across the bed, Christine gripped the base of Jack's cock. Her palm rested against his balls, while her tongue slid up and down his shaft. Reaching the crown, she let her tongue swirl around the tip, licking away the last of his cum.
Despite his recent exertions, Jack was still hard. So, so hard.
Christine turned her head to the side, and her eyes met his.
"I hope you're ready for round two," she said. 
The bright moonlight bathed her body, turning her into something otherworldly. 
Jack nodded his head, not trusting himself to speak. Without a word, Lauren pulled herself away from him. Jack flashed her a grateful smile. He couldn't help but notice the look of animal hunger that filled her eyes.
He moved into a kneeling position. Christine planted her arms and knees on the bed, and turned her round ass towards him. 
He pulled her towards him. On impulse, he leaned down and kissed her right ass cheek. Christine giggled.
"I appreciate the gesture, but what I really want right now is a good, hard fucking. You think you can give that to me?" she said.
"You guys sound like a broken record," Jack said.
"A what?" Christine said.
Jack winced. It felt like a hammer had collided against his brain. Visions of blue skies and tall glass buildings wavered in his consciousness. A big, black disc spinning lazily beneath a needle.
What the hell does it all mean? he thought.
Christine twisted her head around. "Everything okay back there?"
"I think he's having one of his fits," Lauren said.
Her hand found his upper back. 
"It's okay, we don't have to do this," Christine said. 
"No," Jack said. He shook his head and forced the intrusive thoughts down, before forcing a smile. "Don't worry. It was nothing."
"It doesn't look like nothing," Christine said.
"It's fine. Really."
Worry flickered across her face, but she didn't push it. Turning her head back away from him, she began to pant in anticipation. Lauren's hand fell away as Jack grabbed hold of Christine's waist. He plunged into her wetness.
Each stroke brought a rippling wave across her taut ass. She buried her head, a flurry of gasping yeses escaped her lips.
Yet though pleasure filled his body, and the beauty of Christine’s alabaster skin bathed in the moon’s alien pale glow comforted his eyes, still Jack was unable to fully banish thoughts of that otherworldly place from his mind.
They sulked at the dark edges of his consciousness, unwilling to face the clarity of his mind’s eye, content to gnaw at his peace of mind. Jack’s actions became mechanical.
Christine pressed herself against him and came with a shudder.
He parted. Together they laid across the bed. Lauren cuddled up to him on one side, Christine on the other. She cupped his cheek, and pulled his face towards her.
“You didn’t come,” she said.
“No.”
“But, don’t you want to?”
“I’m fine.”
“It’s those damn visions,” Lauren said.
“Do we have to talk about it now?” Jack said.
Christine sighed. From the other side of the bed, Lauren was silent.
“We’re all still a little drunk. It can wait for tomorrow,” Christine finally said.
Jack leaned over and kissed her cheek.
Behind, he could feel Lauren’s eyes against his back. But it was late and he was tired. In the darkness of the night, in the warmth of that hotel room, he lacked courage, and so it was the trio drifted off each to sleep in turn, together yet somehow terribly alone.




Chapter 40


“That’s it?” Jack said. 
Alina clapped him on the back. “It’ll get bigger. Just give it time.”
Jack walked around to the side and planted one fist against his hip. The castle was little bigger than a shed. Two stories tall, its exterior was a dull slate grey. Bright yellow straw covered the roof, and a lonely glassless window poked out from the second story.
A mass of purple gas billowed out from the entranceway. Jack’s eyebrows shot up, and he took two stumbling steps back as the gas formed into the rough shape of a petite woman.
“I’m Joyce, the physical manifestation of the castle core.”
The voice didn’t issue from the woman. Rather, it seemed to come from everywhere at once, as though it were seeping right out of the air itself. 
“It’s a pleasure to meet you,” Alina said.
She strode forward and proffered her hand to the wisping smoke. Joyce raised one trembling arm, before letting it fall again.
“I apologize.” A despondent tone entered Joyce’s voice. “I am so weak. I only wish to be a good castle core for my master.”
“Is that me?” Jack said. He took a step forward.
“Master,” Joyce said.
The gas figure fell forward. Jack moved to catch her, but his hands passed through the thin smoke. She stopped, and Jack realized with a start that she’d fallen into a kneeling position.
“Are you genuflecting?” Jack said.
“Master, I exist only to serve you,” Joyce said in a breathy tone.
“Stand up, stop that. You’re making me uncomfortable,” Jack said.
“Yes master,” Joyce said.
The smoke broke apart and drifted up to reform the broken appearance she’d held earlier. 
“And stop calling me master,” Jack said. 
“What shall I call you then?”
“You don’t have to call me anything.”
“But if I must.”
“Just call me Jack, then.”
“Jack.” She seemed to be mulling over the word as though it were a fine wine. “Just Jack.”
Jack pushed past the uncomfortableness. “Can I look inside?”
“Whatever you wish, master- I mean, Jack,” Joyce said. 
She walked back towards the door and opened it, revealing a narrow entryway. High wooden shelves lined the walls. Dusty tools dotted their length. A spiral staircase pressed against the back wall.
“Up or down?” Joyce said.
“Down to start,” Jack said.
“As you wish,” she said.
She glided forward across the ground. Jack noted that her limbs didn’t seem to move with her. Rather, her entire body moved as a unit. He followed her down the staircase into the basement, which was little more than a patch of sandy ground. 
In the corner, a merry fire crackled in a pot-bellied stove. Otherwise, the room was empty.
“Where is the core?” Jack said.
“You’re standing on top of it. I buried it to keep it safe,” Joyce said.
Jack shuffled his feet, prompting Joyce to laugh. It was a sweet, delicate sound. Jack was surprised at how enjoyable he found it. He ran his hand over the stone wall.
“Can I bring the dragon egg down here?” he said.
Joyce nodded, a stiff, clumsy motion that looked more like Joyce’s head was sliding off her neck than anything human. Jack had to stop himself from laughing. 
“Did I do something wrong? I apologize, I know my form is lacking,” Joyce said.
“No, you’re perfect,” Jack said. “Really, truly.”
“How can you think so? I’m a freak. A silly little cloud.” Her voice became small and sad.
“Don’t do that,” Jack said. He moved across the room and caressed the edge of Joyce’s purple form. “I meant every word I said. Come on, show me upstairs.”
Joyce nodded, this time with slightly more control and thought, the motion was still clumsy.
Alina joined them at the ground floor and together they explored the upstairs rooms. Made up of two interconnected chambers, the first was a library that consisted of little more than a faded velvet backed chair and a bookcase with two dog-eared tomes. The other chamber contained a brass framed bed with a stained mattress.
“No offense, but I think I’ll be staying in the village for now,” Jack said.
“But you need to stay here,” Joyce said. “How else will I grow?”
“It’s true,” Alina said. “Castle cores thrive off the presence of their master.”
Jack gritted his teeth. “I’m not her master.”
“Fine, but you still need to spend time with her. Don’t worry big guy, you can come and visit me in the village anytime.” She reached out and squeezed his hand.
“Fine, I’ll drag a mattress up,” Jack said.
“You don’t need to do that,” Joyce said.
“What do you mean? I’m not sleeping on that thing,” Jack said, gesturing to the stained mattress.
“Why not? You slept on worse in your cell,” Alina said.
“In the dungeon,” Jack reminded her. “I’m not in a dungeon anymore, and I want a nice bed.”
“Castle cores operate off a point system. Right now you have ten points that you can distribute as you see fit,” Joyce said.
Jack raised an eyebrow. “How many points for a decent bed?”
“Depends on what you mean by decent,” Joyce said.
“Something clean, without any stains.” A smile spread across his face. “And enough room to fit three.”
“Only three?” Alina moaned.
Jack squeezed her butt. “I can visit you in the village anytime.” 
“Nuh uh, I’m living up here with you. New bed! Oh boy, oh boy.” She clapped her hands together with glee. 
“That’ll take two points. Would you like me to upgrade it now?” Joyce said. 
Jack tapped his chin. “Hmmm, what else can I get?”
“To upgrade the walls, you’ll need six points. Adding another floor is eight, widening the rooms is three, adding an extra room is five, and well, the list goes on. You can spruce things up, add windows, curtains, glass. Does any of that interest you?” she said.
“Let’s upgrade the bed and the walls. That leaves me with two points. Is that enough for glass and a second window?” he said.
“Your wish is my command,” Joyce said.
She waved her arms stiffly in front of her body like she was doing some strange dance move. If he wasn’t already painfully aware of how self-conscious she was, he would’ve laughed. 
With a gasp, Alina planted her hand on his arm. “Jack, look.”
Glass flowed out from the walls, and formed over the empty space in the window. Curtains fluttered out from the stone. A loud pop came from behind them. Jack spun around. A window had appeared over the bed where none was before. The bed had transformed into a fluffy, white island. Four wooden posts stood up along each of its corners. Thick blankets stretched across its surface and a mountain of pillows were piled up at the far end.
Jack began to salivate. 
“Last one in is a rotten egg!” Alina yelled. 
Jack grabbed hold of her arm, and pulled her back before she could take more than a few steps. 
“Aw, what was that for?” Alina said.
“You’re not getting in there without a bath,” he said.
She wrinkled her nose. “But it’s so fluffy. Anyway, we don’t have a bath.”
“Down in the village-,” Jack began.
“Fuck the village, I want my bed,” Alina said.
“A bath will cost you three points. But, unfortunately you’re all out,” Joyce said.
“How do we get more points?” Jack said.
“There are a few different ways,” Joyce said. She swiftly corrected herself. “Well, two mainly. First, you can buy them with gold, silver, weapons, jewels, or other valuables.”
Jack raised an eyebrow. “Weapons?” 
“That was just an example. Really, anything valuable would do. You could give me a finely carved chair, and I could appraise its value and convert it into points for you. Weapons just happen to be a fairly portable source of value.”
“What’s the other way?” Jack said.
This time it was Alina who answered. “Expand your territory and kill bad guys.”
Jack shot her a quizzical look.
“It’s true,” Joyce said. “The more you expand your territory, and the more enemies you defeat, the more points you’ll accrue.”
“How do you know so much about all this?” Jack said.
“I used to guard her mother,” Alina said. “Speaking of which, it seems you’ve forgotten one other vital method of increasing a castle core’s point total.”
“There is?” Joyce said.
“Interesting, I always assumed you were born with all of the knowledge you needed,” Alina said.
“It’s difficult and hazy,” Joyce said in a halting voice.
“Like there’s a foggy barrier between you and your memories?” Jack said.
Joyce gave a startled squeak. “You too?”
Alina looked between them. Jack wasn’t sure what to make of her glance. She continued: “Well, increasing the population and level of your town will also give you points to spend on the castle. This creates a virtuous cycle, as the castle expands more options will arise to grow the castle’s influence over the surrounding area.”
“You mean, I can spend points on buildings for the village, too?” Jack said.
“Yes, so for example. If we build a new livery stable, that will give you points which you could then use to make a new smithy. Alternatively, you could enhance the existing smithy,” Alina said.
Jack stroked his chin. “Interesting, so what you're saying is the more I build out, the more points I’ll have to build not only the castle, but the village too.”
“Don’t get too ahead of yourself,” Alina said. “Right now your castle is at level one. You don’t get to enhance the village until you get to level ten, although you should be able to build up a wall around the town since that would count as an extension of the castle’s fortifications.”
“Joyce, does all of this sound right to you?” Jack said.
“Vaguely, I’ll admit there’s so much I don’t remember,” Joyce said.
“Well, it seems that our top priority should be getting some points,” Jack said.
“How are we going to do that?” Alina said.
Jack rubbed his forehead. A smile lit up his face. “I have an idea. But first, let’s get that egg in the basement.”
“Ugh, can’t we do it later,” Alina said. She cast a longing glance towards the bed. Jack swatted her rump, causing her to give a little jump. 
“Come on,” Jack said cheerfully. “The faster we work, the sooner we can get you that bath.”
Alina turned and planted one finger on his chest. Drawing it down to his navel in a seductive line, she smirked. “Why bother? We’re just going to get dirty all over again, aren’t we?”
Jack’s throat went dry. Joyce gave a nervous harrumph.
“Well, if that’s all. You guys know where to find me,” Joyce said.
The purple smoke disappeared.
“Wait, where do we find her?” Jack said.
Alina rolled her eyes. “Literally in here. She’s watching us right now.”
“Then why did she say that?” Jack said.
She slid her hand down to his crotch and eagerly fondled his balls. “Because she’s nervous.” Alina turned her head to the ceiling and raised her voice. “But hopefully she won’t be nervous for too long.”
“Do you mean she’s going to join us in the bedroom?” Jack asked. 
“Of course,” Alina said. “Well, if she wants to I mean. What, you don’t think she’s going to stay a cloud of smoke forever?”
“She’s not?” Jack said.
Alina chuckled. “You have so much to learn.” She cast one last longing look at the bed. “Come on big guy, let’s get this show on the road. Before I run out of patience and dirty up your nice new bed.” 




Chapter 41


“Settling in okay?” Jack said. 
“Oye, you got yourself a fine village here, lad,” Hasan said. 
The dwarf leaned against his mattock and together the two men observed the surrounding village. It was quiet and still in the mid-afternoon heat. Off in the distance, the distant strumming of a lute carried on the breeze.
“I’ve been thinking about your yeti problem,” Jack said.
Hasan’s shaggy eyebrows pushed together. “What’s there to think about?”
“Who’s to say they’ll stop at your mountain stronghold?” Jack said.
“You don’t think they’ll come all the way down here? If you haven’t noticed, it’s a bit of a walk,” Hasan said.
“You managed it just fine. Even if they don’t, I’m sure there are other villages along the way,” Jack said.
A pensive look crossed Hasan’s face. “You want to gain experience for that castle core. No, don’t try to deny it. This place is nice, but it could use a little more oomph if you know what I mean.”
The dwarf punctuated his statement by pounding his balled up fist into his palm. 
“So, you’re in?” Jack said.
“Me and the lads, aye. When do we leave?”
“Tomorrow.”




Chapter 42


“Ready lads,” Hasan said. 
The dwarf gripped the tip of his foot and pulled it back to his butt, stretching out his hamstring muscle. A nervous smile played across his face. Jack looked up at the cliff face. When he’d spoken to the dwarves about ridding their mountain home of yetis, he hadn’t suspected that the yetis would be the least of his worries.
The cliff loomed overhead, stark and steep. His stomach dropped into his legs.
New Quest: Scale the cliffs of Algothazar
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Sticky Hands: Activated. Timer On.
AI Note: Don’t be a pussy.
“Don’t be a pussy,” Jack said beneath his breath.
Alina gave him a sharp glance. “What did you say?” 
“He said don’t be a pussy. Good advice for any situation,” Hasan said.
“You never seemed to mind my pussy before,” Alina said.
AI Note: Pussy is a shortened or slang version of the word pusillanimous, a synonym for coward or one lacking in bravery or courage. Of Latinate origin, this word possesses a separate etymology from the slang term pussy, itself a vulgar term for female genitalia derived from Germanic origins. 
Jack blinked. “What’s Germanic origins?”
“What?” Alina said.
“The God in my head is babbling about etymology,” he said.
Alina pursed her lips. “Does he know your words are being translated by magic?”
“Yes, I don’t understand how any of this language stuff works,” Jack said, scratching his head. He suddenly wished he remembered more about his life before his arrival on this world. Ever since the last breakthrough, his memory had remained ensconced behind an impenetrable fog.
“It doesn’t matter,” Hasan said. “Don’t be pusillanimous is every bit as wise a piece of advice.”
“It doesn’t quite roll off the tongue in the same way,” Jack said.
Alina raised a finger. “I know, what if we shortened it to pussy. Then we could just say don’t be a pussy.”
“That’s so much easier,” Hasan said.
Jack opened and closed his mouth. There were bigger fish to fry, like the cliff face in front of him.
Alina slipped on a pair of cracked leather gloves. Steel hooks were attached to the tips of the fingers. Backing up a dozen feet, she stared straight ahead at the cliff and chanted to herself. “Don’t. Be. A. Pussy!” 
Sprinting forward, she launched herself at the cliff face. Arcing upwards, she flew a solid eight feet before landing against the stony surface with an oomph. Her steel claws clicked and whined as she slid down six inches before grinding to an abrupt stop.
“Got it,” she said through gritted teeth.
“Alrighty lad,” Hasan said. He twirled twin pick-axes in his hands, and started forward. Slamming them against the cliff, he clambered up the rock face. 
Jack eschewed gloves or tools of any kind. Instead, he planted his hands against the stone and instantly felt them bond to the rough surface. With a few rapid fire movements, he was scuttling across the stone face like an oversized lizard.
“This is fun,” he said. 
“Don’t distract me,” Alina said. 
Jack looked down at the former guardswoman. She was making painstaking progress. Her face was twisted into a mask of concentration. 
“What’s the hold up down there,” Hasan called down.
“Nothing,” Jack said. He turned back to Alina. “”I’ll find a good stopping point and then I’ll drop down a rope.”
“Sounds good,” she said.
Facing the wall, Jack began the arduous journey upwards. The cliff face was massive, taller than any tower he’d yet encountered on this strange world. Small cracks and crevices abounded, and more than once the dry rasp of scales against stone and dirt sounded around him.
An involuntary shiver ran over his body. Keeping his eyes pointed straight up, he continued his climb. After a few minutes, he broke into an easy rhythm. His muscles grew warm, his movements automatic.
Heaving himself up to a new shelf, he collapsed in a puddle of tired flesh. Cool air flowed out from the back of the cave. Wreathed in darkness, the interior was inscrutable. Hasan sat against the wall. His feet were propped in front of him, and he snacked on a chunk of moldy white cheese. 
Jack wrinkled his nose at the sight. Reaching into his pack, he pulled out a coiled rope and looked down to where Alina continued to make her way up inch by meticulous inch. 
“I’m dropping the rope,” he said.
“Okay,” Alina said.
He quickly unspooled it and dropped it down the cliffside. Alina reached out and grabbed hold of the end. Once he was sure she was secure, he braced himself against the dirt floor and began to pull.
Either she was lighter than he remembered or he was stronger than he thought. Regardless, it took little effort to pull her into the cave entrance. She collapsed in a heap at his feet. Her lungs strained. 
“Are you afraid of heights?” Jack said politely.
She made an inarticulate groan. 
Jack turned to Hasan. “I believe we have a problem.”
“Oh.”
“My associate is vertically challenged,” Jack said.
“Not what that means,” Alina said.
“You are challenged by vertical expanses, are you not?” Jack said.
An inhuman roar echoed from the back of the cavern. Alina raised her head.
“Can we just fight whatever’s back there and call it a day?” she said.
“The yetis are higher up,” Hasan said. 
“How do you know they didn’t climb down?” Jack said.
“Yetis are vertically challenged,” Hasan said, a smug note entering his voice. “Besides, yetis sound like this: Awoogah!”
Jack cocked his head to the side. The two cries sounded nothing alike.
“Then what’s living back there,” Alina said.
“Well- just a second,” Hasan said. He had finished the cheese and was struggling to get his right boot off. 
“Do you need some help with that?” Jack said.
“Would you be a dear?” Hasan said.
Jack nodded and grabbed hold of the bottom of Hasan’s boot. Bracing himself against the ground, he gave an epic heave. The boot popped off the dwarf’s foot with a squelching noise. Simultaneously, a horrid smell entered the cavern. 
“Oh yuck, put it back on!” Alina said.
“Sorry love, no can do,” Hasan said. He pulled a curved knife from his waistband and got to work on the gnarled toenails that twisted out from his abnormally hairy foot.
“You could’ve done that at home,” Alina said.
“No time, besides it relaxes me,” Hasan said. 
Jack pinched his nose and watched the dwarf dig his knife into the thickened keratin. A part of him was impressed- he’d never seen toenails so hard or nasty before. 
“You must not be very relaxed then,” Alina said.
“Huh?” Hasan said without looking up.
“Your feet are disgusting. When was the last time you trimmed?” she said.
“Oh that, well the life of a dwarf is a difficult one. For one hundred days and one hundred and one nights I sailed the underground river in a clay pot with only my own excrement for company,” he said.
Jack scratched the back of his head. “That’s not how I remember it.”
Hasan waved his hand dismissively, before returning to his toenail. With a grunt and a grimace, he sliced off a not inconsiderable chunk. It went flying across the room, and only Jack’s enhanced sensor tech and speed saved him from the wayward missile.
He scowled. “Watch out.”
Hasan mumbled an incoherent something. Jack was beginning to think he was doing this on purpose. Fortunately, another piercing, inhuman scream echoed down the cavern saving him from further awkwardness. This time it sounded closer.
“So, you were saying,” Jack said.
“Huh?” Hasan said.
“The screams. If they’re not yetis, what are they?” Jack said.
“Oh that, nothing to worry about. Probably just giant cave scorpions.”
“Are you sure we shouldn’t be worrying about them?” Alina broke in.
“Of course not. They’re only dangerous during mating season,” Hasan said.
“When is their mating season,” Jack said.
Hasan lifted his hand and tapped his chin. “You know, I couldn’t quite say. Usually we know when it is because of their mating cries.”
The dry rustling of many feet echoed up through the cavern.
“And what does their mating cry sound like?” Alina said.
Jack clapped his hands to his ears as another terrible cry shattered the still air. A pensive expression covered Hasan’s face. As the cry drained away, he spoke: “You know, I’d say it sounds just about like that.”
Jack swore as he spun his ring. The crystal sword sprang into his trip just as the scorpion came into view.
Aren’t you going to enhance me? 
AI Note: Dude, you’re already enhanced from the climb. Just chillax and kill some giant bugs, okay?
Jack was beginning to take a dim view of the God in his head.
The scorpion’s carapace was a deep, milky white. Twin rows of blood red eyes perched above its mandibles. Thick chitin covered claws terminated in wicked hooks. Hovering over its abdomen was a gently swaying tail. A bead of poison hung from its stinger.
New Quest Activated: Just chillax and kill some giant bugs, okay?
“Okay, battle plan,” Alina said in a panicked voice.
Jack ignored her. Sprinting forward, he ducked beneath the creature’s diving tail. The poisoned tip bounced off the stony ground mere inches behind him. Springing up from a crouch, Jack jabbed his sword against the scorpion’s carapace. It bent, then yielded to the piercing crystal.
Putrid innards oozed over his blade. Rearing back on its hind four feet, the scorpion screamed. Jack tumbled to the ground. The sword clattered beside him. He rolled out of the way as the scorpion slammed itself beside him. A plume of dust lifted around its feet. 
Jack sprang up and swept out with his sword, cutting neatly through the first joint on the scorpion’s lead right leg. It squealed and tilted off balance. Jack took advantage of the opening to swing up with his blade, severing the scorpion’s right claw with a biting stroke.
Another scream, this time accompanied by a darting stinger strike. Jack jumped up and twirled over the raging arachnid. Passing over its angry red eyes, he stabbed down in midair. The tip of his sword exploded against the scorpion’s pomegranate sized eye. It splattered apart in a gelatinous explosion.
He landed in a crouch, and rose up with a single smooth motion. The edge of his sword made contact with the scorpion’s right claw, causing it to fall to the ground with a thud.
Twisting the blade so it hung high in the air, he gripped its handle with both hands and stabbed downward in a savage motion. The tip of the sword pierced through the top of the scorpion and drove down into the cavern floor, pinning it in place.
The scorpion screamed and cried but to no avail. It was trapped.
Jack walked over to the gobsmacked dwarf. “Give me your ax.”
Hasan silently handed it over. Jack twirled the heavy, two-handed weapon in his hand. Such a tool was built for simple violence. There was no sophistication in its handling. No complicated maneuvers to be trained for. It existed for one purpose and one purpose only: to mete out straightforward, uncomplicated destruction.
Jack strode around to the side of the struggling scorpion. Without so much as a look up at the darting tail, he cleaved it clean in two, before bringing the ax back around in a vicious arc that landed squarely against the edge of the scorpion’s neck. The blade split straight through the portion of the scorpion that rested just behind its head.
It quivered, shook, and fell to the ground. Thick, oozing puss streamed from its body. Jack pulled his sword out from the ground. Flipping the ax around in his other hand, he wiped it against the scorpion’s carapace before handing it back to Hasan.
The dwarf looked at the weapon in disgust. “Had to go and make it all gross, did you?”
“He saved your life,” Alina said.
“Bah, mating cave scorpions don’t kill random people. They just try to mate with them. Hey, it’s not so bad,” he said, adding the last part after seeing the look that passed over their faces.
“I’ll pass on the scorpion mating ritual, thank you,” said Jack.
“Me too,” said Alina. Grabbing hold of his upper arm, she smushed her body close to his. “This is the only man I want to mate with.”
“Ugh, get a room, you two,” Hasan said.
“I’m afraid that’ll have to wait. We still have a yeti expeditionary force to dispel,” Jack said.
“Do you think killing the scorpion gave us any points?” Alina said.
“I don’t know. We’ll have to ask when we get back,” Jack said.
Kneeling down, he produced a cloth from his satchel and carefully cleaned the scorpion guts from his blade, before returning to the cavern entrance. Leaning to the side, he grabbed hold of a craggy outcropping and then it was back up the cliff face.
Somehow, climbing the remaining distance didn’t bother him as much as the initial ascent. After the trouble he’d had with the cave scorpion, he was more than happy to be free in the brisk high air where the only danger was a harrowing fall to his death, and not being consumed by a monster truck sized arachnid.
What’s a monster truck? He thought.
An image of an oversized steel carriage filled his mind. The wheels were neither stone nor wood; he didn’t know what to make of their flexible black expanse. The device roared across a straight black path past fields of waving yellow grain.
He felt weightless. The stone slipped from his hands and then he was falling.




Chapter 43


“Jack, hold on to me!” Alina yelled. 
Jack’s eyes snapped open. A splitting headache raged across his brain. He was falling face first towards the ground, and his first instinct was to cover his eyes against the brightness. 
Something caught his tunic, yanking him up. 
From not so far off, Alina grunted.
“I gotcha,” she said.
Jack’s vision was clearing. He blinked away the bleariness and froze. The ground stretched away an impossibly long distance below. 
“Look up,” Alina said.
Jack obeyed. The former guard clung to the cliff by one hand. Her other hand clutched a handful of fabric from Jack’s tunic. Her knuckles were paper white.
“You saved me,” Jack said.
“Hey, it’s what friends do, isn’t it?” she said with a strained smile.
Jack nodded. 
“If you don’t mind, you’re a little heavy,” Alina said.
Sensation returned to Jack’s body. Reaching up, he grabbed hold of Alina’s forearm before propelling himself forward. As he neared the cliffside, he reached out and grabbed hold of a rocky outcropping. Gripping it tightly with both hands, he closed his eyes and waited for the remaining wooziness to pass.
“You alright down there?” Hasan said.
Jack opened his eyes and stared straight up to where the dwarf was little more than a dot against the horizon. He waved weakly with one arm. The dwarf frowned as he waved back.
“What was it?” Alina said.
“More of the memories. I dreamed of a strange carriage this time,” he said.
“We’re going to have to do something about that when we get back,” she said.
“What can we do?” Jack said.
“Maybe Omius has a trick up his sleeve. After all, he got you to talk,” she said.
“I guess it’s possible,” Jack said.
“Come on you lollygaggers, we haven’t got all day!” Hasan shouted down.
Ignoring the dwarf, Alina cast Jack a look of concern. “You sure you’re okay to continue going?”
“I can handle it. Just give me a minute,” he said.
He closed his eyes and waited for his rapidly beating heart to return to normal. The two continued up the cliffside, though this time Alina took special care to position herself directly below Jack.
The sun was low on the horizon when the two finally made it to the outer entrance to the dwarven hall. A narrow balcony with a rusted out iron railing, it ran ten paces in length and two in width. Several metal chairs were scattered around two circular steel tables. It had the look and feel of an outdoor cafe. A squat bronze door sat at the far end. Intricate design work swirled around its exterior.
“Took you long enough,” Hasan said.
The dwarf was seated on one of the chairs. His legs were propped up on the nearer of the two tables. He wore a look of total relaxation. Jack got the feeling he’d been here many a time. 
“After a long day in the mines, I used to come up here and stare out at the horizon. Being cooped up in those dark little tunnels for so long, well, you can imagine how I felt here under the wide blue sky. Then those damnable trolls came and took it all away,” he said.
“I thought they were yetis,” Jack said.
“Bah, dead is what they are,” Hasan said.
He got up from the chair and fished around in his pocket. Pulling his hand out triumphantly, he held up a silver key. 
“When we go in, we go in fighting. This door opens onto a corridor that leads directly to the dwarven throne room. Expect blood and guts aplenty. Remember, one hundred days and one hundred and one nights we warred over these tunnels,” he said with a growl. 
“Yeah, yeah, we know all about your one hundred and one nights,” Alina said.
She twirled her right hand in a circular ‘get on with it motion’. Hasan grunted and walked towards the door. Jack summoned his sword and steadied himself. He was nearly back at full strength after his unexpected fall, but he was still feeling the after effects of the episode. He wished he could lie down and sleep. 
Duty never waits, never falters, and neither shall I, he thought.
AI Note: What are you blathering on about now?
Jack bit his lower lip and chose to ignore the God’s disrespectful comment. He supposed the divine often tested mortals, and this was merely one more manifestation of providence’s inscrutable will.
AI Note: I’m not testing you, moron.
Jack bowed his head. Oftentimes, the greatest tests were those which did not seem a test at all. Alina came up behind him and placed a hand on his shoulder. In the dappled sunlight, he couldn’t imagine a more gorgeous woman. He briefly wondered if Iowa could compare to his beloved’s beauty, before deciding that it wouldn’t do to compare the two. He leaned over and kissed her cheek.
The door swung open with a whining creak. Hasan grabbed his double edged ax from where he’d placed it beside the doorway and did a little dance, jumping from foot to foot. 
“Alright, let’s kill some trolls,” he said.
With that, he darted into the darkened hallway.
“Shouldn’t we light a torch or something first?” Jack said as he watched the dwarf melt into the shadows. 
A moment later, scattered flames burst up from either side of the hallway. It seemed they were triggered by Hasan’s presence, though their activation was delayed by several seconds. 
Jack started down the hallway. He didn’t like being so far behind the dwarf, but he wasn’t about to go rushing into danger. As he neared the end of the hallway, he found Hasan bouncing up and down before twin bronze doors. Unlike the one leading in from outside, these were massive and covered with ornate etchings of dwarven heroes mining, feasting, and fighting a dizzying array of monsters. 
“They’re in the great hall, I can feel it,” Hasan said giddily. Hopping from foot to foot, he resembled a kid the night before a great feast day.
“When we go in you take the right flank and I’ll take the left. Alina, hang back and-,” Jack’s voice was drowned out as Hasan loudly shouted, “Fuck that, it’s yeti killing time.”
Raising one leg, he kicked open the double doors and ran straight into the chamber. Jack exchanged a look with Alina. The two shrugged and strode after him. The hall was resplendent. A high arched ceiling rose overhead. Velvet tapestries lined the wall. A dias rose from the far end of the room, atop which sat an elaborate throne chair.
Jack was so caught up in the hall’s majesty and splendor that he almost missed the group of huddled white figures at the far end of the hall. He squinted. Though they were big and shaggy, they didn’t exactly look like the fearsome trolls he’d imagined. If anything, they seemed frightened of the angry dwarf hopping in front of them.
“I told you I’d be back with friends! Now you can pay me the rent you owe with interest, or you can clear the hell out,” he said.
A snow white yeti a head shorter than the other five pushed her way to the front. She wore only a simple leather loincloth. Her four breasts hung free and perky. She blinked all six of her deep black eyes, and contorted her circular mouth into a scowl.
“Nothing has changed, Hasan. We are well within our rights to withhold last month’s rent until you make our living space habitable again,” she said.
“You signed a lease! We agreed, ten silver guilders a month. It was notarized by an officer of the court. The dragon changes nothing,” he said.
The yeti snorted. “An officer of the court? What court? You were the one who notorized it!”
“My house, my rules,” Hasan said.
“Oh, and was it your rule that a giant fucking dragon would invade our living space,” the yeti said.
“That’s a cost of doing business,” Hasan said. He set his ax down against his leg and folded his arms over his chest. A smug expression spread across his face. “Anyway, my friends here are powerful sorcerers from the North. All Jack has to do is raise his little finger, and he’ll call demons down from the seven reaches of hell to consume you in a fiery maelstrom.” 
Jack raised his little finger up to his face. “No, nothing. Sorry.”
“I told you,” the lead yeti said. “He’s lying to us again. First no heat in the winter, then the dragon and now this.”
“What do you need heat for? You’re yetis,” Hasan said. 
One of the smaller yetis sniffed. “Yetis get cold, too.”
Judging from her size and high pitched voice, Jack thought she might be a child.
“This is all awfully confusing,” he said.
“I think I know what happened,” Alina said. She glared at Hasan. “This isn’t about the yetis taking over your hall at all.”
“We didn’t take over anything. We paid our rent fair and square,” the female yeti said. 
“Yeah, until the dragon moved in,” the little one said.
Alina planted her fists on her hips and cocked her head to the side. “What made you think we’d play along with your little goon squad game.”
“We had a contract,” Hasan said stubbornly. 
“You can’t expect them to pay rent when a dragon is living in their quarters, do you?” Alina said.
“The lease said no pets!” Hasan said.
“We’ll help you,” Jack said.
“Thank you, finally,” Hasan said. Relief swept over his face. “For a minute there, I thought you were going to abandon me to these savages.”
“Not you, the yetis. What’s your name?” Jack said.
“Annabelle,” the lead yeti said. 
She cast her eyes down on the ground, and extended her hand. Jack took her hand in his and gave it a dainty shake.
“Will you really get rid of the dragon, mister,” the child asked.
“Janelle, please,” Annabelle said.
Jack knelt beside the child and did his best to look her in all six of her black, shining eyes. “I’ll get rid of him for you, and that’s a promise.” 
She sniffed. The light reflected across her black eyes. “You know mister, you’re kind of short.”
Jack couldn’t help himself. Throwing his head back, he laughed deeply as Annabelle scolded the child. Straightening out his back, he patted Hasan on the shoulder.
“Where is the dragon?” he said.
“Down the hall and to the left,” the dwarf said. 
Jack looked expectantly at him, and his eyes widened. “What? You expect me to take you down there.”
“You’re the landlord,” Alina said.
“You have a valid lease agreement,” Jack said.
“Which says nothing about fighting a gods damned dragon,” Hasan said.
“It does say that the landlord will ensure habitability,” Annabelle said.
“Bah, fine. But, I expect back rent for this,” Hasan said.
Annabelle chewed her lower lip. “Well, we have been staying in your great hall. I suppose, if you get rid of the dragon we can do half.”
“Half!” Hasan exploded.
Annabelle glared at him. “We’ve been sleeping in your tiny dwarf beds for the past month. My back is killing me.”
Jack stepped between the two. “How about three-quarters.”
“They should be paying me extra for all the trouble I went through,” Hasan said, stabbing his finger at the family.
“Yes, we all know about your one hundred day and one hundred and one night struggle,” Alina said.
Annabelle snorted. “Is that what he told you? He snuck out of here in the middle of the night after we lodged our first complaint.”
“Okay, you’re definitely taking care of this dragon now,” Jack said.
Hasan grumbled as he strode towards the back of the hall.
“Does that mean he’ll help us?” Jack said.
Hasan’s grumbling grew louder. He reached the far door and struck his ax heavily against the stone frame, drawing a cloud of sparks.
“I think that’s a yes,” Alina said. “Come on, let’s go.”
“I’ll come with you,” Annabelle said.
“Are you sure?” Jack said.
Annabelle walked back through her family and knelt by the wall. Reaching down, she picked up a trident. Its wicked steel points glimmered wickedly in the torchlight.
“Positive.”
“Hurry up slow pokes!” Hasan yelled from across the room.
The trio exchanged a glance. A grin flitted across Alina’s face. Annabelle started laughing, and a moment later Jack joined them. He couldn’t say why he was laughing, only that it felt good in a way that was hard to pin down. His muscles loosened and a wild joy spread through his veins. It was a wild uninhibited sensation that no fierce dragon or grumbling dwarf could reduce.
They drifted together to the far end of the hall, to the door that led deeper into the cliff, and to the dragon that lived beyond.




Chapter 45


The  plop, plop, plop of falling water drops echoed off the stony walls. 
“So, how long have you been in the rental business?” Jack asked.
From up ahead, Hasan grumbled before answering. “These damned yetis are my first tenants.”
“It doesn’t seem like you really want to be a landlord,” Alina said.
“It’s my damned brother in law up in the Crystal Cut mountains. Everyone called him crazy when he opened the ancestral mines to a race of giant, sentient orb weaving spiders, but five years later and, lo and behold, he shows up to the centennial family reunion in a gold chariot with a retinue of mermaid trumpeters in giant water vats,” he said.
“That sounds like quite the entrance,” Jack said.
Hasan waved his hand in a dismissive gesture. “Bah, he always was a show-off. Anyway, so my wife gets it into her mind that I should buy a chariot of my own. You know how dwarf women get.”
“I don’t,” Alina said politely.
“So,” Hasan continued. “I send some feelers to the yeti family that lives on the far side of the mountains. Historically, our interactions have been characterized by pitched battles around the status of our goat herds. Those six eyed freaks would descend from their primitive mountain villages and gobble up our flocks in their disgusting yeti mouths with their disgusting yeti teeth.”
“I’m right here! And it was one baby goat that wandered away. How were we supposed to know it belonged to you,” Annabelle said. 
Hasan noisily swallowed a globule of mucus. Jack was beginning to dislike the dwarf.
“So, they agreed to rent out some caverns we weren’t using for the winter and here we are,” Hasan said.
“It gets cold up in the mountains,” Annabelle volunteered.
“Where is your wife now?” Alina asked. 
“Staying with her chariot owning brother,” Hasan followed this up with a stream of extraordinarily vulgar yet creative invectives concerning the status of his brother in law’s genitals and anal cavity.
The tunnel shook. Jack fell into a crouch, his eyes darted around for the source of the disturbance, but the tunnel was otherwise empty.
“Don’t get your panties in a knot. The dragon’s in the pit at the bottom of the staircase,” Hasan said. 
Annabelle’s eyes narrowed. “How do you know where it is?”
“You said it was in your sleeping quarters,” Hasan said.
The dwarf spoke a touch too quickly, and a look of nervous guilt flashed over his face.
The yeti stopped and punched Hasan in the shoulder. The dwarf stumbled to the side, before quickly righting himself. He brandished his ax.
“Watch it,” he said.
“You knew about the dragon,” Annabelle said.
“I did not,” he said. A nervous hint entered his voice. “And even if I did, caveat emptor. Buyer beware. Besides, it’s common knowledge that dragons infest cave systems. Everyone knows that!”
“Do you even have a wife? Was there ever a chariot in the first place?” Alina said.
Jack reached out and touched her shoulder. “Not the questions we should be asking.”
She spun around and glared at him. “What questions should we be asking then?”
A roar shook the hall. The stone walls seemed to bend and retreat beneath the terrifying cry. As the sound faded away, it was replaced by the dry scraping of flesh against stone.
“Probably how we’re going to kill this thing. Speaking of which, does anyone here know how to kill a dragon?” Jack said.
Silence greeted him. 
“I don’t,” Alina said cheerfully.
“I also don’t,” said Annabelle.
“Don’t look at me. After warring against the vile wyrm for a thousand days and a thousand and one nights-,” Hasan began.
“The little man doesn’t know either. Great. Fantastic,” Alina said.
“Hey, who are you calling little?” Hasan said.
“If the boot fits, well you know what they say about men with small feet,” Alina said with a smirk.
“No, what do they say about men with small feet?” Hasan said.
New Quest: Survive the coming onslaught.
Sensor tech: Activated
Speed: Enhanced
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Fireproof Enhancement: Temporarily available for 10 second bursts with a fifteen second cool down period. Three available uses in a 24 hour period. 
AI Note: Initial scans reveal cave dragons to be non-sentient, and highly dangerous. Proceed with extreme caution.
A pale white head rose above the edge of the descending staircase at the end of the hall. As big around as a cart, it opened its mouth revealing three concentric rows of colorless, tearing teeth. 
Jack darted forward, drawing his sword as he went. The dragon snapped, and he dodged to the side. He shot out and the sword tore through the dragon’s neck.
It howled and twisted. Jack jumped up on the wall, and launched himself over the dragon’s writhing body. As he reached the apex of his arc, he slammed the tip of his sword down into the dragon’s spine. It sank below the scales and bounced off a vertebrae. The handle jarred and shook in his hand. The dragon jerked suddenly to the side and the blade twisted away from him.
Jack fell into a crouch. Exhaling, he plucked a dagger from his boot and darted away. The dragon regained control of its movements. Its head twisted towards Jack. Fiery waves flowed across its lips.
Jack jumped as the first flames surged from its mouth and splashed off the back wall. Time slowed. Wind whipped his sweat soaked hair away from his face and he felt strong. He landed atop the dragon’s snout with a bone shuddering thud. Reaching down and to the side, he slammed his dagger into the dragon’s hubcap eye. The blade penetrated easily through the milky jelly.
Another scream, louder and pained. Jack almost fell from the shaking giant. Reaching out to steady himself, he brought his dagger down again in a sharp, stabbing motion.
The dragon’s eye popped like an overblown balloon, and Jack was thrown from the sightless beast. He landed lightly on his feet. Flames billowed out, splashing harmlessly against the tunnel walls.
He turned to Alina. “Give me your weapon.”
She nodded, and passed over her sword. Jack sprinted back down the hallway and launched himself at the dragon’s open mouth.
A tongue of flames shot beneath him. The sudden burst of heat curled the leather of his boots. Jack swallowed. The air flickered and wavered with an incredible heat as he plunged down. Holding the blade in both hands, he slammed it through the dragon’s tongue, pinning the beast’s head to the stony floor.
The dragon shook its head from side to side. Its piercing cries echoed through the hallway. Jack straightened and wiped the sweat from his brow, before walking around to the side. He plucked the sword from the dragon’s spine and moved towards its head. Raising the sword high overhead, he sent it plunging into the beast’s thick neck. A thin red welt appeared through the white scales. He raised the sword and dealt another blow, then another. The welt widened into a valley. Blood gushed out. It spilled across the tops of his boots, and sank through the leather. The hole widened. Muscle and tendon split apart. Still, he hacked. Bone crushed and fell away, and still he hacked.
The head fell away. Jack dropped his sword and closed his eyes. Every muscle in his body ached. He could feel the special abilities drain away from him. Hasan struck him on the back with his open palm. Jack staggered forward a few steps from the powerful blow.
“That was incredible! You really knocked it to ‘em, eh?” the dwarf gushed.
“Hasan?” Jack said.
“Yes, friend?”
“You’re a terrible landlord.”
Jack opened his eyes. Reaching down he picked up his sword and gently wiped either side of the blade on the dragon’s corpse, before twisting his ring. The sword shimmered and disappeared. He walked around to the dragon’s front, retrieved the second blade and handed it to Alina.
Together, the two of them walked back to the throne room to give the yetis the good news.




Chapter 46


“Are you sure about this?” Alina said. 
“They may be shitty people, but we need all the help we can get,” Jack said. 
“We could send out feelers to the river people,” Alina said.
Christine shook her head. “They would never risk pissing off Bhal by trading with an unrecognized village. No, Jack is right. The dwarves might be dicks, but they’re dicks with an expert knowledge of metallurgy. Besides, it’s Hasan’s nephew. He has to be nicer than his uncle.”
Jack watched the dwarves put the finishing touches on the small wooden hut. It sported a stone chimney, an outhouse, and a well. It was to serve as a combination smithy and trading post for the two tribes. 
“I suppose he might be. He was the only decent one we met with while we were trying to figure out the whole dragon issue,” Annabelle said.
Jack looked over at the yeti. “How’s the house coming along?”
“Why don’t you come along and take a look?” she said.
Jack followed her through the village towards a small grove surrounding a riverbend. It was on the opposite side of the village from the castle core, and Jack had voiced concerns over it being the target of an attack, but Annabelle had assured him that the yetis were capable fighters.
As he walked along behind the white haired monster, he couldn’t help but be turned on by her curvy figure and nearly naked body. Only a thin leather loincloth covered her, and he knew if she turned around he’d be confronted by four perky breasts.
He creased his brow as he tried to banish those thoughts from his mind, but to little avail. 
Alina strode up beside him, a sly smile stretched across her face. “Are you thinking what I’m thinking?”
Jack looked between Annabelle’s rump and Alina’s face. He gulped. “No, uh, what are you thinking?”
“The girls are baking some hot crossed buns later. I just love the taste of a plump, juicy bun fresh from the fire,” Alina said.
She placed her index finger between her full lips and slowly sucked on its length. “Oh Gods, yes. I love the juicy, salty taste. Just imaging those buns in my mouth, licking on them, chewing them.” 
She made a sensuous inarticulate noise. 
Christine strode up to them. “You’re talking about food, right?”
“Yes, of course,” Alina said. Her sly smile dissolved into a look of innocent confusion. “What else would I be talking about?”
“Nothing,” Christine said.
“You didn’t think- get your mind out of the gutter!” Alina said in mock outrage.
“Forget that I said anything,” Christine grumbled, before jogging ahead to catch up with Annabelle.
“You really should be nicer to her,” Jack said.
“What did I say? I just wanted to lick some supple young buns,” she said.
Without turning her head, Annabelle spoke: “You’re not even being subtle about it.”
“Subtle about what?” Alina said.
Annabelle rolled her eyes. “Here we are, the troll house.”
“I thought you were yetis,” Jack said.
“Don’t get too caught up on labels. Anyway, what do you think?” Annabelle said.
Jack planted his hands on his hips and looked up at the imposing three story timber construction. He had to hand it to the yetis, despite having lived there for a few weeks, they’d done a knock up job.
The building looked like a log castle. The roughly shaven tree trunks towered high into the air, casting a stark silhouette against the horizon. All sharp lines and blunt edges, it projected an air of solidity without an ounce of warmth.
“Why did you guys bother renting from the dwarves if you’re capable of doing this?” Jack said.
Annabelle lifted her eye in a wry gesture. “Ironically enough, dragons kept burning down our homes.”
“Well, you won’t have to worry about that here. We are proudly 100% dragon free,” Christine said.
“What about the giant spiders? Kidding, kidding,” Lauren said, adding the last part as she looked around at the unamused faces surrounding her.
“Where did you come from?” Jack said. He chose not to bring up the dragon egg currently resting in the basement of his castle. 
Lauren let out a little breath. “Lunch is ready, and I thought I’d fetch you guys. But, when I saw that you were touring the yeti property, I figured I might as well come visit. We are taking a tour, aren’t we?”
She leaned her heavy bust against Jack’s shoulder. 
“Why not? The girls are just patching up a leak in the piping,” Annabelle said.
“Piping?” Christine said.
“You know, for running water,” Annabelle said.
Alina burst out laughing when she saw the quizzical expression that flashed across Christine’s face. 
“Hey, what’s so funny?” Lauren said.
Alina straightened up and wiped a tear away from her eye. “It’s nothing, I just never imagined that you provincials would be technologically inferior to a bunch of yetis.”
“Hey,” Lauren, Christine, and Annabelle said in unison.
AI Note: A rare talent is required to simultaneously offend everyone in the room.
“We aren’t in a room?” Jack said.
Lauren gave him a concerned look. “You okay there, buddy?”
“Sorry, the God in my head yet again is speaking in riddles,” Jack said.
Annabelle edged away from him. “Should l get the binding rope?”
“It’s nothing,” Christine said.
“Yeah, there really is a God in his head, and it’s telling him to marry me,” Lauren said. 
AI Note: She does have a nice rack.
A warmth that had nothing to do with the bright sunshine spread across Jack’s cheeks, and he suddenly wished he were elsewhere.
“Let’s see that house,” he said, walking briskly past the girls. A few giggles rose from behind him, but luckily Lauren chose not to press the matter. Jack pushed open the split timber door. A bear rug was spread over the front entryway.
Jack stepped into a cavernous den. Bookshelves lined the walls. A few rough hewn chairs and stools were scattered about a plank table. The air smelled of fresh pine.
“About time you got back. Come in here and lend me a hand,” a rough voice emanated from the kitchen. 
“Sorry?” Jack said.
The clank of metal against stone echoed down the hall. “That you, Annabelle?”
“No, it’s me,” Jack said. 
“Well, it’s about time! Come on in.”
As Jack walked through the den, he was struck by how clean everything was. He turned the corner and spotted the speaker, a large, gruff looking yeti. Behind him the child sat on a stool. She held a knife in one hand and a large tuber in the other.
“Patron!” 
He crossed the room in two big strides. Jack barely had time to brace himself against the tsunami of hairy yeti flesh that descended upon him. 
“Oof, it’s good to see you too Henry,” Jack squeaked out beneath his crushing arms.
Henry took a step back. Gripping Jack’s elbows in his paw sized hands, the yeti eyed him up and down. “You look strong, my liege.”
“He’s not your liege,” Annabelle said.
She stepped into the room and lightly swatted Henry’s arm. 
“Bah, this man has saved our race from utter destruction,” Henry said.
“More like one family from an unscrupulous landlord. But I thank you regardless,” Jack said. A smile flitted across his face. Beneath the yeti’s terrifying exterior beat a warm heart. 
“What brings you to our new home?” Henry said.
“Well, I was in the neighborhood and I thought we’d take a tour,” Jack said.
Henry clapped his hands together. “Excellent. Janelle, mind the pot, will you child?”
Janelle lifted her head from the tuber. Her glistening black eyes caught the sunlight that drifted in from the window. Her mouth twisted down in a shy grimace. “Yes, dah.”
“How are you?” Jack said.
Her face whipped down into her chest. When she spoke, her voice came out muffled and weak. “I’m fine.”
Henry clapped Jack’s upper arm. “You’ll love the view. It’s the best in the village.”
“Oh yeah, you can see trees, and trees. Oh, and trees!” Annabelle said.
Henry turned and wagged a finger at her. “You watch that mouth of yours. An honored guest walks among us. You’re not going to mess this up for me.”
Alina poked her elbow against Jack’s side. “You hear that, we’re honored guests.” 
They filed up the stairs and into a broad, well-appointed room. A clitter-clattering clack echoed off the walls. Jack turned, and squinted at the contraption sitting on a desk by the open window. 
“What’s that?” he said.
“Oh nothing, a child’s toy,” Annabelle said, shuffling past him. She appeared embarrassed as she lifted the small, spinning object and slipped it into a cubbyhole in the wall.
Jack held up a hand and slid around her. Reaching into the cubbyhole, he pulled out the toy and frowned. It consisted of three curved blades attached to the top of a slender pole. A string pulley system ran down the side and into a miniature building made from pieces of shaven bark. The whole contraption was finely wrought- whoever made it must’ve had a great deal of skill. 
But, what most interested Jack was the gentle whir that came from the bark building’s interior when he flicked the fan blades. He looked up, a quizzical expression spread across his face. “What manner of sorcery is this?”
“I built that,” Janelle announced from the top of the stairs.
Annabelle shot her a death glare. “Back to the kitchen with you.”
“But sis,” Janelle said.
“None of that, you’re bringing shame upon the whole clan, and in front of our savior no less,” Annabelle said.
She clicked her tongue angrily against the top of her mouth and stomped towards the juvenile yeti, waving her arms in wild pinwheeling motions as she went. It looked as if she were driving off a flock of pigeons. 
“Wait,” Jack said.
Annabelle turned. Confusion reflected off her oily black eyes. “What is it?”
He pushed his mouth into a thin line as he struggled to fight off a smile. The whole situation was so bizarre, he was having a hard time finding the words he wanted to say.
“This is incredible. Janelle, come here,” he said.
Janelle stuck out her tongue at Annabelle, before skipping across the room towards Jack. She stopped before him and curtsied with a flourish.
“Yes, oh savior of my people. What may I do for you?” she said.
“What is this device?” Jack said.
“Just a grain turner.” She shrugged. “My people have had no use for them for quite some time, not since we were driven out of the lowlands. But, it’s a cool toy, isn’t it?”
Jack wrinkled his brow. “Driven out of the lowlands. When did this happen?” 
“You mustn’t mind her. She’s just a child, she’s still learning,” Annabelle said. 
“It’s okay, I’m just trying to understand,” Jack said. 
Alina stepped beside him and gripped his upper arm. “I keep forgetting there is still so much you don’t know. Lord Bhal drove out the trolls a generation ago. His forces shattered the main trollish population centers. Only a scattering of survivors made it into the mountains where they found refuge.”
“Wait, you said this happened a generation ago?” Jack said.
“I grew up in the White mountains. I’ve never known the warmth of the lowlands,” Annabelle said.
“But, how could Lord Bhal be behind this?” Jack said.
“Bhal possesses powers beyond the ken of mere mortals. He has lived well beyond the standard count of years for a man,” Alina said.
Jack frowned as he processed this new information. He knew Bhal was powerful, but he’d assumed his magic was limited to whatever he could muster from Omius and his other court magicians. 
“We will have to speak more of this later,” he said, coming to a decision. “For now, I want to know more about this grain crusher.”
Janelle’s eyes lit up as she dropped into a complex explanation of the device’s pulley system. Jack struggled to follow along with the geyser of information, but it didn’t take long for the system’s underlying logic to become apparent. At heart, it was a relatively simple transference of kinetic energy through a system of pulleys. As Janelle finished, Jack turned to Christine.
“Why don’t we have anything like that?” he said.
“The larger towns have similar devices that run off water power. But the nearest source of running water is little more than a stream. It doesn’t have anywhere near the strength needed for a mill. Anyway, we don’t have the population to justify one. We’ve always sent our grain over to Centreville, the nearest big village,” she said.
“No more,” Jack said. “Annabelle, can you and the yetis construct a full sized windmill?”
“It’ll take time and materials,” she said uncertainly.
“We’ll keep you well fed, and I’m sure we can scare up some labor,” he said.
Christine pursed her lips. “It’ll be a stretch, but we can make it work.” She sighed. “Might as well, after breaking with Bhal we’re technically in a state of war with Centreville.”
“Even though we destroyed his castle and stole his castle core?” Jack asked.
“Especially because we destroyed his castle and stole his castle core. Centreville is a loyalist stronghold. They’re not going to break just like that,” Alina said.
“Looks like we have our work cut out for us,” Jack said.
“Uh guys?” Christine said.
Jack turned to the window and his whole body stiffened. Smoke billowed up from the ground near the base of the castle. Jack set the toy on the desk and sprinted down the stairs.




Chapter 47


A mob of pale humans clustered near the base of the castle. Most wore torn black clothing. As he drew closer, a terrible odor filled the air. Jack wrinkled his nose.  
Lauren and Janice stood in front of the tower. Both held burning torches. A bonfire raged between them and the horde. Julie cowered in the back.
“What’s going on here?” Jack said.
A tall, gaunt man near the front shuffled around until he was facing him. “Are you the owner of this castle core?”
“You can’t own a sentient being,” Jack said.
The man locked him in a dead-eyed stare. Jack refused to drop his eyes. 
A painfully long pause ensued..
“So you own the core,” he finally said.
“Yes, I own the core,” Jack snapped. “Now, what are you doing harassing my friends?”
That drew a few scattered chuckles from the crowd. Jack glared at them. That’s when he noticed that most of the people had reddish, crusted patches around their mouths and on their cheeks. The man wore a tattered white shirt beneath his black coat, and a conspicuous trail of red blotches trailed down its front.
New Quest Activated: Get the zombies out of the village ASAP.
“You guys are zombies?” Jack said in surprise.
“Everyone get a load of the big brain on this guy,” the lead zombie said.
Jack’s cheeks burned as the other zombies laughed. He decided he didn’t like this zombie, nor did he like his zombie friends.
“Get the fuck out of my village,” Jack said. He pointed off in a random direction with a movement that he hoped would be interpreted as crisp and authoritative. 
“Slow your roll,” the lead zombie said. “We come in peace.”
“Lies! Zombies are never peaceful,” Lauren said.
“Kill them all, Jack! They’re gross and weird looking,” Julie wailed.
Jack chewed his lower lip. He wanted nothing more than the opportunity to kill every single gross zombie in the gross zombie horde. But the quest had instructed him to get the zombies out of the village, not engage in a wholesale slaughter. Besides, he was a little queasy about the idea of trying to kill something that was already dead.
“You’ve got two minutes. Go,” Jack said.
“Riiiight,” the lead zombie said. “My name is Marcus, by the way. In case that’s important. You know, if you want to talk to me like an actual person.”
The zombie rolled his eyes and made a ‘this guy’ gesture towards Jack. Once again, the other zombies laughed. Heat rose in Jack’s chest.
I’m going to kick this guy’s ass, he thought.
AI Note: Slow your roll, home boy.
Instead of mowing down the zombie horde, he ground his teeth together. “Continue, Marcus.”
“Wow, I almost feel human again,” Marcus said to more laughter and scattered applause. He waited for the upswell of support to die down before continuing. 
“As I was saying, we come in peace, we’re not here to eat your brains or anything. Well, not yet.” He chuckled. “See, someone buried a dark crystal deep below the ground of what’s supposed to be our final resting place. As you can imagine, getting woken up from our eternal slumber is a gigantic pain in the ass. Like massive. And the hunger, by the Gods. Fortunately, whoever planted the crystal in our graveyard made a critical timing error.”
Christine lowered her torch. Suspicion was writ large across her face. “What do you mean?”
“Our reanimation coincided with the arrival of migratory geese from up North,” one of the zombies behind Marcus said. He patted his stomach and flashed a smile that left Jack feeling sick to his stomach.
“We should be good for a couple days, but after that watch out,” Marcus said.
“So you are dangerous. Jack, strike him down where he stands,” Christine said.
“Not a good idea,” said Alina. “Zombies are very durable.”
“Plus, that’s just plain rude.” Marcus scowled. “Is this how you treat all of your guests? No wonder you guys don’t have any friends.”
“Well, at least I’m not a bloodsucking zombie,” Lauren said.
“You’re thinking of vampires, dear,” Christine said. “Anyway, how do you know we don’t have friends? Maybe you’re the one who doesn’t have any friends.”
“Oh, I have plenty of friends all right. Just ask your mother,” Marcus said with a chuckle.
A deep blush extended from Lauren’s face down to her milky cleavage. “What did you say about my mama?”
This is going nowhere, Jack thought.
“Let’s keep the comments about mammary glands.” Jack interrupted himself as he pulled his eyes away from Lauren’s ample bust and back to the leering corpse. “Err, I mean mamas, to ourselves.”
Marcus jerked both of his forearms up to his chest with his palms facing out. In the process, a few chunks of rotted flesh flew off the back of his hand. “Don’t shoot the messenger, buddy.”
“Moving on,” Jack said. “We need to destroy the crystal, and you guys will stop living.”
“Something like that, and hey, I don’t want to come across as pushy or nothing, but the sooner the better. Chop-chop,” Marcus said.
Julie mouthed the word, ‘rude’.
“Well, it’s not like I have anything better to do,” Alina said.
“Why don’t you lead the way,” Jack said.
“El-Negativo champ, we ain’t going back to that cemetery,” Marcus said.
“What do you mean not going back?” Christine said.
Marcus rolled his eyes, an impressive maneuver that ended with two egg white bubbles staring blankly out. “Exactly what I said. We’re not going back. If you’d like me to enumerate the reasons why, first off there’s a scary, evil crystal that’s sending out some seriously bad vibes. The closer we get, the stronger its influence grows, the more likely we are to eat your face.”
Christine’s lips were drawn into a straight line. “And?”
“And what?” Marcus said.
“You said ‘reasons’, plural, but you only told us one. What are the others?” she said.
Marcus snorted. “Did you not hear the part about me eating your face?”
Christine tapped her foot impatiently while managing an impressive resting bitch face.
“Fine!” Marcus turned and spat on the ground. “I only had one reason. Happy?”
“Not particularly, but thank you for admitting that you were in the wrong,” Christine said.
“I did no such thing,” Marcus said.
“Let’s get on the road. Who’s coming?” Jack said. 
Alina wrinkled her nose. “I’m not sticking around here with Sir Stinks a Lot.”
“Samesies,” Christine said.
“I’m good on the whole creeping around cemeteries bit,” Lauren said.
“No worries, I need someone here to watch after things. We shouldn’t be gone long.” Jack said. He turned to Janice. “Right?”
Janice nodded silently. She’d been withdrawn ever since the attack on her village. Jack pursed his lips. He hoped to get the chance to sit down and talk with her soon. The wholesale slaughter of her people- to say nothing of her brother’s murder- had to have taken a toll.
A white hot rage burned within his chest. That bastard Bhal is going to pay for what he’s done.
“We came from the old Stonetown graveyard not a half day’s walk up the road,” Marcus answered.
Jack turned and gave the zombie a curt nod. 
“Let’s go then.”




Chapter 48


The raven looked down from the old mausoleum and cawed loudly.  
Alina flipped the bird the bird. It peered down at her through beady black eyes and flapped its wings loudly to demonstrate its dominance in the cemetery hierarchy. The raven was very insecure.
Jack stopped beside an open grave. Kneeling at the side, he picked up a handful of dirt and rubbed it together in his hands. 
“This is it,” he said.
“Not shit this is it,” Christine said. “How are we getting down?”
“It is a bit far to jump,” Jack said.
A yawning blackness stared up at him. 
“I got you covered,” Alina said.
Ignoring the raven, who by this point was quite sad, Alina pulled a metal stake from her bag and hammered it into the ground with the butt of her knife. Once it was sunk comfortably up to the halfway point, she tied the rope around its length in a series of dizzying knots.
Finishing, she grabbed hold of the rope and began to rapel backwards down the side of the grave. It didn’t take long before she was standing straight up. Jack guesstimated the distance from the top of the pit to her head was about two feet.
“It’s not very deep at all, is it?” Jack said.
“Nope, just looks that way, because of the shadows,” Alina said.
“We can leave the rope to pull ourselves up on the way out,” Jack said.
Planting his hands on the edge of the pit, he swung himself down into the blackened tunnel. A little puff of dust rose up where he landed. Christine followed shortly thereafter.
They lit their torches and started off.
From high above, the raven watched all this with ill-concealed anger. How dare these interlopers invade his graveyard. Who gave them permission to wander around his zombie tunnels?
Incensed, the raven swooped down from his perch and plucked the rope between his beak. Tugging sharply upwards, he neatly pulled it off the stake. Giddy with excitement, the raven hopped over to the edge of the hole and dropped it in.
With his task accomplished, the raven hopped away, quickly forgetting why it’d flown down in the first place. He was a raven after all, and for all their other virtues ravens have pitifully short memories.
It was this short memory that led the raven to forget that not all of the zombies had left the graveyard. Some of the zombies were slow pokes. 
Some of the zombies were hungry.
A shadow fell over the raven, but to this he paid no attention. He spotted the dull pink of an earthworm’s exterior and his little raven heart fluttered. The shadow deepened, but the raven paid this no mind. 
Darting down, he plucked up the earth worm in his beak. The raven snapped his head back and ate it up in one smooth motion. Cold, dead fingers wrapped around the raven’s tail feathers. Excitement turned to panic as the raven beat its wings uselessly against the air.
The zombie unhinged her jaw and swallowed the raven in a single gulp. Scrunching her forehead together, she patted her belly nervously. The raven wasn’t going down without a fight. She formed her hand into a fist and gave her belly a solid thump.
That shut up the bird. Content to have eaten for the first time in her undead life, the zombie turned and strolled aimlessly into the pit where she landed face first against the ground. Grumbling, she pushed herself up to her knees.
Not this place again, she thought.
The raven squawked and beat its wings sharply against the lining of her stomach. 
“Stay eaten,” the zombie said darkly.
Tears sprang to her eyes as she walloped herself repeatedly in the stomach. A downy feather floated out of her lips and floated gently to the dirt floor. Absent-mindedly, the zombie picked it up and slipped it into her hair.
A faint orange glow shone ahead. The zombie shrugged. It wasn’t like she had anything better to do. She was a zombie after all.
Giving herself a final wallop in the stomach, she started off down the tunnel.
***“Does anyone know where we’re going?” Jack said.
“We should’ve brought Omius with us. He would’ve known where this crystal thing is at least,” Alina said.
“What I’d like to know is who brought a reanimation crystal into a cemetery? This is more than your run of the mill dark magic,” Christine said.
Alina shot her a curious glance. “How do you know about magic?”
“My mom was the village wise woman,” Christine said. 
“Did she teach you her mysteries?” Jack said, hope rising in his chest.
Christine’s face reddened. “Bhal arrested her during my thirteenth year. She’d just started my apprenticeship. I’m afraid I’m fairly useless when it comes to arcane matters.”
“I’m so sorry,” Jack said. 
“It’s okay.” Christine flashed a tight smile made half-visible by the torch light. “There’s nothing you could’ve done.”
“Don’t answer if it’s too much, but why?” Jack said.
The question hung heavy between them. Christine sighed. “He suspected her of plotting against him.”
“Did she?” Jack said.
“No!” Christine said. Her mouth twisted down into a scowl. “For a paranoid bastard like Bhal, magical knowledge is enough of a black mark to come under his scrutiny.”
“It’s true. He had a real hard on for magic users. Anyone who posed even the mildest threat to his regime, really,” Alina said.
Jack reached out and gripped Christine’s right bicep. She stopped and faced him. Torchlight flickered across her face. 
“I will put an end to his rule, I promise you that,” he said.
She reached up and gently took his hand in hers. Interlacing her fingers through his, she gave his hand a squeeze, before dropping it to the side.
“One thing at a time. Let’s focus on what’s ahead,” she said.
“That’s a good strategy. Speaking of which,” Alina said. 
The tunnel opened up ahead into an octagonal chamber. A worn wooden door rested against the back wall. 
“This is a promising start,” Jack said.
“You think it’s behind the door?” Alina said.
“Only one way to find out,” Jack said.
The hairs on the back of his neck rose as he strode across the room. Setting aside thoughts of how creepy this whole situation was, he grabbed hold of the brass knob and pulled sharply. It strained against the wood. Jack frowned and redoubled his efforts. With a sharp pop it shot out of the door.
With a cry of disgust, he tossed the door knob to the side. Jack kicked the door with all the strength he could muster. Pain lanced up through his foot and into his leg. 
“Ouch!” Jack hopped away on his good foot.
Durability: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
AI Note: Try again.
Jack grimaced and did his best to stand straight. His foot still smarted, but he wasn’t about to disobey the great AI God. Whipping his foot around in another kick, he made contact with the old wood, shattering it with one fell blow.
There was nothing behind it. 
“What the hell? Who puts a fake door on the side of a zombie tunnel?” Alina said.
“It’s a red herring you fool.”
Jack jumped and immediately winced as his bad foot made contact with the floor. Apparently, the durability boost had run its course. The disembodied voice echoed creepily off the Earthen walls.
“Who are you?” Christine said.
“Your end.”
Two piercing blue eyes shone from the far side of the room. The shadows stretched and pulled, twisting and twining into the shape of a cloaked man. His face was corpse pale. Lightning crackled along pallid fingers, slender and sluglike.
“I should’ve known a lich would be behind this,” Alina said.
“What’s a lich?” Jack said.
“This guy doesn’t get out much, eh?” the lich said.
Jack blushed. “I have a rich and active social life.”
“Yet you don’t know what a lich is,” the lich said dryly.
Alina poked Jack in the ribs. “He’s got you there.”
AI Note: Preliminary analysis suggests the lich is a nonliving organism powered by a potent, unidentifiable energy source.
“Just kidding, you’re a nonliving organism powered by a preliminary analysis,” Jack said. 
He chuckled unconvincingly. 
Alina coughed into her fist. Christine looked away and rubbed her foot into the dirt.
“I suppose I should just kill you three, before this gets anymore awkward,” the lich said.
Squawk.
“What the devil is that?” the lich muttered.
All eyes turned to the tunnel. A middle aged woman with a sour expression and only half a face stumbled into the chamber. She moaned dully and staggered towards Jack. He turned his ring and the crystal sword formed in his hand.
An electric blast illuminated the room in a burst of bright blue. The zombie’s head burst apart like a ripe apple crushed by a semi-truck. A black blur flitted out from her neck stump. She toppled to the ground, an ignominious end to an ignominious afterlife.
The lich raised his hand to his lips and blew across his index finger. “Sorry sis.” A ghastly smile stretched across his face. “Now, where were we?”
“You were about to explain why that door doesn’t go anywhere,” Jack said.
“I told you it’s a red herring!” the lich said.
“Hey, don’t yell at my man,” Christine said.
Alina side-eyed Christine. “Your man?”
Jack moved between the two. “Please ladies, I’m enough man for the two of you.”
“Listen to your bedwench, for the hour of your death is nigh,” the lich said.
“Did you just call me a bedwench?” Jack said.
“If the shoe fits.”
Alina stepped forward, dagger in hand. “You better watch your mouth, mister.”
An arrow exploded in a cloud of splinters in front of the lich’s face. 
“There’s more where that came from,” Christine said.
The lich became flustered. This wasn’t going at all the way he thought it would. For one thing, the bedwench’s female companions hadn’t so much as offered him a handjob to save their lives and immortal souls. Not that the lich would’ve accepted- lichs don’t possess sexual organs after all- but, it’s the thought that counts.
Besides, the lich had a humiliation fetish in desperate need of scratching.
Raising his hand, he called forth more lightning. The lich winced as sharp talons dug into the side of his head.
“What the–,” the lich’s words dissolved into a formless screech.
From across the room, Jack watched with amazement as a vaguely familiar looking raven pecked the lich’s piercing blue eyes out.
“Should we help it?” Christine said.
Alina shrugged. “He seems to be doing alright by himself.”
Flailing helplessly, the lich shot a bolt of blue lightning at the ceiling which promptly collapsed, burying him and the raven under several tons of stone. 
Jack rubbed at his stinging eyes. 
That went better than expected.
The dust settled, revealing several tons of stone blocking their path out from the catacombs.
“One door opens, another door closes,” Alina said.
Christine groaned. “That doesn’t help.”
Jack rubbed his chin and scanned the chamber for a place to sit. Alighting on an overturned boulder, he crossed the room and sat down. 
“Baby?” Alina said.
Jack cupped his face in his hands. He wore a troubled expression. “Am I a bedwench?” 
“You’re still on that bedwench shit?” Christine said.
Ignoring her outburst, Alina crossed the room and sat beside Jack. Taking his shoulders in her arms, she hugged him close. A sense of peace rushed through him as  he collapsed into her. 
“You’re so much more than a bedwench,” Alina said. 
She drew her finger across his chest in lazy figure eights. 
“Really?” Jack said.
She pulled him tighter. His head fell into her lap, and Alina petted the side of his head as the two stared at the far wall.
“You betcha,” she said.
A swirling purple rectangle appeared where the door had been a few minutes earlier. It disappeared, revealing an entryway into the chamber beyond.
“Guys, the lich lied to us. It wasn’t a red herring after all,” Christine said.
Alina closed her eyes as she continued to stroke Jack’s hair. “See baby, I told you that lich was a liar.”
“Then I’m not just a bedwench?” Jack said.
Alina leaned over and planted a soft kiss against his lips. Drawing her head back, she looked fondly down on the man in her lap. “You’re so much more than that.”
Jack leapt to his feet. A renewed sense of purpose thrummed through his blood. “Let’s get that crystal!”




Chapter 49


The dark crystal wasn’t in the next room. 
In fact, the doorway didn’t lead to a room at all. Rather, it opened onto a steep stone staircase that led straight up out of the ground, terminating in a patch of forest behind the cemetery. 
The trio spent the next several hours hunting around the graveyard for the dark crystal, but to no avail. With the sun sinking towards the horizon and not a one of them eager to spend the night among the ransacked graves, they set out for home.
They arrived well after moonrise. Jack scanned the village for any sign of the zombies. They were nowhere to be seen. Tired past the point of caring, Jack bid farewell to Christine and Alina at the base of the castle. 
Alina reached out and grabbed his arm. “Wait, don’t you want me to come with you?” 
Jack stifled a yawn, before offering a gentle smile. “I’m beat. Another time maybe?”
Disappointment shone in her eyes. Christine stood a short distance away. Her expression mirrored Alina’s. The three said goodnight, and the two women departed for the village.
He entered and hung his coat on a hook by the door.
“Greetings weary traveler,” Joyce said.
“Hey there,” Jack said. He flashed her a weary smile as he made for the staircase.
Had she grown more solid? He thought. 
It was impossible to say in the dim light. Jack filed away a note in the back of his head to reexamine her on the morrow. 
A lump lay on his bed. Lauren twisted her head around and flashed him a cheery smile.
"Look what the cat dragged in," she said.
"I walked into this building under my own power."
"You always take things so literally." Lauren sighed and reached down for the hem of her tunic. With a dramatic gesture, she pulled it over her head. "Suck on my tits, will you?"
Jack mulled over the question.
"I accept your request," he said.
Lauren clapped her hands together, causing her chest to shake. "Oh goodie."
Jack crossed the room. Taking her right breast in his hand, he brought its rough tip to his mouth, and swirled his tongue around her nipple.
It hardened in his mouth. Lauren ran her fingers through Jack's hair.
"Divine darling. Simply divine."
Fueled by her encouragement, Jack switched to her other breast. Bringing up his hand, he played and teased with her hardened nipple. The spit spread across the pads of his fingers bringing a delightful stickiness into the equation. 
Lauren licked her lips, glad to have thought of such a clever plan. 
Jack left her breasts and headed south, leaving a trail of kisses across her flat stomach to the waistband of her tights. He dragged it down her thighs, revealing her neat cleft. 
She leaned back on the bed, and he leaned forward into her pussy. He speared her with his tongue. Shivers ran across her skin. 
Jack lapped. He licked. He drew figure eights across her sensitive skin. 
She trembled. She shook. She came against his face.
Jack lifted himself from between her thighs and with a few swift motions, he denuded himself. He pressed his cock to her wetness.
He smiled at Lauren. She smiled back. Reaching up, she drew her fingers across his chest.
"I love you, Jack."
"I love you more."
"Well, I love you the most."
She giggled. 
Jack slipped inside her. Rolling hips and tensing muscles. Frantic motion and rhythmless grace. 
It was a singular competition. Soaring pleasure swept through them. Jack bit down on his lower lip, caught up by the jiggle of her breasts, by the tight warmth folding around his cock, and the fervent glee in her eyes.
She tightened and came against him, and then he could hold out no longer. Thrusting with his hips, he sank his cock up to the hilt. He flowed into her and for a moment they were as one. 
He broke and fell beside her. Raising one hand, he wiped away the sweat that had sprouted across his brow.
"Pretty good, huh?" he said.
Lauren planted a peck on his cheek. She pressed her body close to his. One hand wrapped around his wilting cock.
"Always."
***Faint beams of sunlight filtered in through the window. Jack woke feeling warm and fuzzy. He leaned over and kissed Lauren. A lazy smile curved up her face. 
“Hey handsome.”
“Hey you. I’m going downstairs. Can I bring you up some coffee?”
Lauren stretched and yawned. “No, I’m waking up myself. I’ll join you in a few.”
Jack gently stroked Lauren’s cheek with the back of his hand. She giggled, and tightened into a ball. His heart fluttered.
AI Note: You don’t know how good you have it.
For once, Jack found himself disagreeing with the divine being. He made his way across the room and down the stairs. It didn’t take long for his good spirits to dissipate. 
“What the hell are you doing here?” Jack said.
Marcus sat in the kitchenette with a steaming cup of coffee held loosely between his rotting hands. He flashed Jack a ghastly grimace.
“Good morning, sunshine. It’s a pleasure to see you, too,” he said.
Jack clutched his forehead and groaned. “It’s too early for this shit.”
Marcus raised one hand and wagged a finger at him. “Language, son. You have a guest in your house.”
Grumbling, Jack crossed to the stove and poured himself a mug of coffee. Turning, he leaned against the counter and closed his eyes.
“Aren’t you going to come join me?” Marcus said.
Jack wrinkled his nose. “No offense, but I can smell you from over here. Joyce, what were you thinking?”
“He told me he had an urgent message for you. Sorry!” A tinge of worry colored the castle core’s voice, melting Jack’s annoyance. He opened his eyes.
“Don’t worry about it. I’d have to deal with him sooner or later,” I said.
“Is that how you treat your guests?” Marcus said.
“What are you doing, hanging around here?” Jack said.
“Well, I was under the impression that you were going to destroy the dark crystal controlling my brethren and I, but I guess that’s out,” Marcus said.
“We couldn’t find it, okay? We killed the lich, though,” Jack said.
Marcus raised a bristly eyebrow. “Impressive. How did you manage that?” 
“Don’t worry about it. Look, we couldn’t find the dark crystal. I have no idea where it’s hidden,” Jack said.
Marcus took a sip from his mug and let out a contented sound. “That is some tasty coffee.”
“Thank you!” Joyce’s disembodied voice echoed off the castle walls. 
Marcus set down his mug and turned back to Jack. “Don’t beat yourself up, buddy. For all we know, the lich buried it under a dozen feet of stone. Or hell, maybe he up and carried it somewhere else. It could be anywhere by now.” He took another sip of coffee and leaned back on his chair. “The important thing is that you tried.”
“The important thing is that you need to get the hell out of my town, before you start eating people. Where’s the rest of your zombie horde anyway?” Jack said.
“Oh, they’re- you know.” Marcus waved his hand vaguely towards the doorway.
Jack’s eyes narrowed. “No, I don’t know.”
“Out. About. Living their best lives,” Marcus said.
He shrugged as he took another sip of coffee.
Lauren appeared at the base of the stairs in an oversized fluffy lime green robe. She patted the back of her hand against her mouth, stifling a yawn. Jack poured her a cup of coffee. She flashed a grateful smile, before pressing the ceramic mug to her lips. 
Piping hot and bitter, she thought. Just the way I like it.
Cradling the mug in her hands, she smiled politely at the half-decayed zombie sitting in her kitchen. 
“You didn’t tell me you were expecting company, dear,” she said.
“He was just going,” Jack said stiffly. 
“Nonsense, he’s a guest,” Lauren said.
Marcus stood. “I really should be going. The hunger will descend upon us soon, and I’d rather not be a bother.”
“I can whip you up something if you’re hungry,” Joyce said.
“I don’t want to be a bother,” Marcus said.
“Please, nothing is a bother for a friend of Jack’s,” Joyce said.
“He’s not my friend,” Jack said.
“Don’t be rude to our guest,” Joyce chided.
“Dammnit,” Marcus said.
“What is it– oh,” Christine said.
His left ear had fallen onto the table. Marcus picked it up and was in the midst of ineffectually slamming it against the side of his head. 
Jack sighed. “Joyce, do we have any glue?”
“Sorry babe, err I mean boss, that’ll cost you a point.”
“How many do I have now?” Jack said.
“Well, after your little skirmish in the graveyard, you’re up to five,” Joyce said.
Jack weighed his options. On the one hand, he desperately needed every point he could get his hands on. On the other hand, the zombie’s repeated slapping motions were bugging the heck out of him.
“I bet we have a needle and thread around here somewhere, don’t we?” Lauren said.
Joyce appeared in her gaseous form. Jack swore he caught a note of relief in her voice when she spoke: “Good thinking, second drawer down on the left.”
Lauren stepped around Jack and rustled around in the drawer for a moment or two. Stepping back with a triumphant look on her face, she turned to the zombie.
“Sit down for the Goddess’s sake and let me take a look at you,” she said.
“If the lady insists,” Marcus said.
Lauren arched an eyebrow. “The lady does insist.”
Jack leaned against the counter and sipped his coffee. In spite of the unwelcome guest, it hadn’t been a wholly bad morning. 
“Where did you learn to brew coffee?” Jack said.
“You like it?” Joyce said. 
Jack took another sip and rolled the bitter liquid around his mouth, before swallowing. “I love it.” 
“Ah, thanks! I don’t know exactly, I possess so many memories half-remembered from my former life,” Joyce said.
Jack looked at her with new interest. “It’s like peering through thick water, yes?”
“What?” Joyce said.
“Remembering.”
Joyce was silent for a moment. “That’s a good way of describing it. Yes, like looking through ten feet of water. It’s all so blurry, half-seen objects. Faded memories.”
“I understand completely,” Jack said.
Lauren looked up sharply from her work, but said not a word.
“There’s something else I’ve been meaning to tell you about,” Joyce said.
“Oh?” Jack said.
“A rival castle core has been planted two leagues hence,” Joyce said.
“How do you know?” 
“I just do. It’s a castle core thing.”
“Be a doll and point it out to me on a map. Maybe they can take care of this whole crystal business,” Marcus said. He winced. “Ouch, careful!”
“Hold still,” Lauren growled.
“Actually, I don’t think you’d want to do that,” Joyce said.
“Why not?” Jack said.
“Because whoever is in control of that tower answers to Lord Bhal,” Joyce said.
“Ouch!” Marcus jerked away from Lauren and clapped his hand to his half-sewn on ear. “Light touch, darling. I require a light touch.”
Lauren glared at him. “Sew it up yourself then.”
“Don’t be like that,” Marcus said.
His mouth twisted down into a pout that was made positively ghoulish by his sagging eye socket.
Lauren held up her index finger. “One more chance.”
“I’ll be good darling,” Marcus purred.
Jack considered dumping the remainder of his hot coffee on Marcus’s head.
AI Note: You have a zombie problem and a castle problem. Time to get creative.
“Where are the rest of the zombies?” Jack said. 
“They have names, you know,” Marcus said.
He glared at Jack. Jack glared back.
“All done,” Lauren said.
She slid her chair back and beamed at her handywork. The ear hung lopsidedly from the zombie’s head. He twisted to the side, and it fell off.
“How does it look?” Marcus said.
“Uhm,” Jack said.
“Am I handsome?” He glanced down at his lap and scowled. “Darn it, why do I even try? The other zombies are outside.”
He got up and shuffled towards the door. 
“Wait, how would you like to help us destroy that castle,” Jack said.
Marcus stopped and rolled his tongue from one side of his mouth to the other. “Yeah, I guess I could do that.” His eyes narrowed. “For a price.”
“You want the glue,” Jack said.
Marcus nodded.
Jack gritted his teeth. “Fine, Joyce?”
“You got it, big guy.”
A clay jar appeared on the kitchen table. Thick, white glue filled it half-way. Nearby was a stiff bristled brush. Jack scooped up the two objects and handed them over to Marcus, who graced him with another ghastly smile.
“We’ll meet you outside the castle at midday,” he said.
Jack nodded. Thankfully, the zombie didn’t stick around to glue his ear back onto the side of his head. He waited until the zombie was gone, before he turned to Joyce. 
“Tell me more about this new castle,” he said.
“Sure, but while we do, let’s have some breakfast.” Joyce waved her hand and a rich spread appeared on the kitchen table. 
“You read my mind,” Jack said. 




Chapter 50


The zombies assembled outside of the castle the next day. Jack watched them from the second story. His stomach felt queasy. 
“Little help?” Alina said.
Jack nodded absentmindedly as he turned towards the former guard. She stood with her back to him, a boiled leather cuirass half-on. He crossed the room and silently began to do up the sides.
“You’re talkative today,” Alina said.
“The God in my head has been noticeably quiet. I had hoped for his blessing before this most auspicious of undertakings,” Jack said.
“Gods work in mysterious ways- ouch!”
“Sorry.” Jack loosened the leather cords. “Is that better?”
“Much.” 
She turned and laid her hand on his. A smile sparkled in her eyes. Without warning, she stood up on her tiptoes and planted a peck against his lips. 
“Muaw. There’s your blessing,” Alina said.
She followed that up with a cavalcade of rapid fire kisses, continuing until the two had dissolved into a morass of warm laughter. When they recovered, they headed for the door.
Jack stooped to pick up a tarp pack. He’d already dressed in a boiled leather cuirass, greaves, pauldrons, and vambraces. A mail hauberk waited for him in the wagon outside along with his shield. 
They descended to the main room and were greeted by a familiar face at the foot of the stairs.
“I was hoping to catch you before you left,” Hasan said.
Jack forced a smile. “It’s good to see you too.”
“Yes, well I heard all about your little expeditionary force from the good corpses outside. Can you imagine I’ve already placed ten orders,” Hasan said.
“That’s great,” Jack said. He peered over the dwarf’s head. 
The dwarf bustled forward and shoved a gigantic double headed ax into Jack’s hands. He took it and twirled it around in his hands. 
"Thank you," he said.
"Bah, it's the least I could do, after you helped me take care of those pesky yetis. One thousand days and a thousand and one nights, I labored over this finely wrought blade. Soaked in my blood, forged in toil. Now it is yours," Hasan said.
"Gee, I don't know what to say," Jack said.
"You don't have to say anything," Hasan said. He tugged at his beard, and a dreamy look passed over his face. "Well, I suppose you could say that you'll grant my clan favorable trading privileges. You could also say that you'll pay me the ax's fair market value. Plus a few extra golden guilders, as a tip of course."
"I think we'll pass on that," Alina said. 
"Yes, but thank you for your kind thoughts," Jack said.
The two moved past the dwarf and spilled out of the castle into the crowd of ambling zombies. 
Christine, Julie, and Lauren stood off to the side, well away from the main zombie horde. A look of absolute disgust covered Julie and Lauren's faces. Only Christine seemed unaffected by the mass of rotting flesh only a few yards distant. 
A figure with a floppy ear broke off from the crowd and strode up to them. 
"It's about time," Marcus said.
"Well, aren't you a peach, today," Alina said.
Marcus jabbed at the sun. "You have a crowd of hungry zombies on your hands. As it is, I'm afraid we won't reach the castle before the hunger sets in."
"The hunger?" Jack raised an eyebrow.
"Yes, the hunger. You know, gnawing at people's limbs and the like. It's a rather unpleasant sight. Can't be helped of course. Zombies are human too. We all have needs. Hey, don't look at me like that!"
"What do you mean?" Alina said, knowing full well what the zombie meant.
Marcus grumbled and stomped off toward the front of the horde.
"Line up folks. Two straight, even lines.  Yes, you there. Get that dove out of your mouth. Don't think I don't see you," Marcus snapped. 
The humans made their way to the front, where they wouldn't be assaulted by the odor of rotting flesh, and together they set off.
The journey was uneventful, as most journeys are, and so it was that after some time a pudgy dark protrusion appeared on the horizon. 
Jack squinted. "Is that it?"
"Yup," Alina said.
"Kinda small, isn't it," he said.
"That's what she said," Lauren said with a giggle.
Jack ignored her. In truth, the sight of the distant castle made him feel better. Not because he thought it would be easier for his forces to assault, but because it made him feel less inadequate about his own castle. 
Though it's a maxim oft-repeated, “comparison is the thief of joy” is a law said without understanding. Jack's feelings of inadequacy, however rootless they might be in reality, were temporarily assuaged. 
That is not the focus of our story, and so we will leave off with Jack's envious desires and focus instead on the lich standing at the base of this dark tower which stood a paltry twenty-four feet high.
The lich is not a new lich. In fact, he's the same lich that we encountered in the graveyard. Unsurprising to anyone with a basic knowledge of lichs, the raven's unexpected attack did not kill him. At best it merely inconvenienced the magical creature.
The lich tapped his foot. For a nominally immortal being for whom a thousand years was the same as a few passing seconds, he had surprisingly little patience. 
"Come on, come on, I don't have all day," he said.
He tapped his fingers restlessly against his thigh. To the lich time was no more than a series of ripples furrowed across the surface of a pond, each minute hill and valley inconsequential and fleeting, here then gone.  
"Raise an undead army, he said. Kill the interloper, he said. It'll be fun, he said. Bah!"
A vaguely humanoid cloud of black smoke appeared at the lich's side, causing him to jump. 
"I told you not to sneak up on me,"' the lich said. He rubbed the back of his neck.
The castle core ignored him. Crossing his arms judgmentally, he stared down the lich with his empty eye sockets that were in fact little more than roiling indentations of noxious fumes. "Who are you talking to?"
"None of your business," the lich snapped.
"Aren't you a peach," the castle core said.
The lich ignored him. He was an agent of chaos and destruction. A being outside of time and space, aligned with the dark spheres that rang cacophonously outside standard Euclidean geometry. 
He was- bored. 
"What do you think about knocking off early today," he said.
"What?" said the castle core. "They're literally right there. I mean, I can see them on the hill."
"I know, but geez. Can't it wait?" the lich said.
"No, it can't."
The lich looked back at the foreboding wood plank door that led into the castle. "What if we put up a sign?"
"A sign?"
"Yeah, like sorry, we're out right now, but we'll be back later."
"Will we be back later?"
"That's the beauty of it. We'll be right inside the whole time, and they won't even know it."
"I don't think lord Bhal would like that."
"Lord Bhal this, lord Bhal that. What about what I want?" the lich said. A plaintive note struck in his voice.
"We're on this again, are we?" 
"Just consider it, okay. You and me, toasty and warm by the fire. Two mugs of hot chocolate. A chess board. Maybe I could spend a few points on an overstuffed easy chair, eh?" the lich said.
The castle core stroked her chin. "I don't think Bhal would approve."
"Bah, who cares what Bhal thinks. You and me by the fire. C'mon, it'll be cozy."
"They're almost here," the castle core said.
The lich raised his hooded head. The castle core was right. Four pink figures stood at the head of a mob of shambling, green corpses. 
The lich turned and wagged a finger at the castle core. "Okay, but you owe me a match when we get back in."
He stuck out his pinky finger. The castle core sighed and shook. The lich brightened. 
All right then, he thought. Let's get this party started.
***Jack was dismayed, but somehow unsurprised to see the lich outside of the castle. Standing beside him was a vaguely humanoid cloud of smoke. He figured that must be the physical manifestation of the castle core.
"Do you think we'll be able to take over this castle when we defeat the lich?" he said.
"Don't put the cart before the horse," said Alina. 
She pursed her lips, and a thoughtful expression crossed her face. "But, probably yes. Gods, I wish Omius were here. He'd know."
Jack idly swung the oversized ax in his hands. He'd put on the hauberk some distance back, and now he felt ready to go to war. Jack turned to face the troops, a rousing speech on his tongue. The muscles in his chest stiffened. 
"Hey Alina, do the zombies seem a little....," he trailed off.
"A little what?" Jack said.
"Hungry!" A zombie with an oversized gut and an undersized chin said.
"Hungry," more voices rose in agreement.
"Hungry," Jack said.
Christine, Lauren, and Julie huddled tight around him. Julie clutched his upper arm. Lauren's chest pressed deeply into his back.
"I'm scared," Julie whined. 
"Stay behind me," Jack said.
He spared a glance over his shoulder at the lich, who was tapping a merry rhythm with his toes into the dirt. 
AI Note: You walked right into this one, bud.
Why didn't you say anything earlier? he thought furiously.
The AI made the mental equivalent of a shrug. Jack rolled his eyes back and groaned furiously as he prepared himself for battle.
The lich's voice boomed across the field: "The power of the crystal compels you. Eat and be sated my minions."
"Who are you calling a minion?" Marcus said.
"Whatever, just got on with it. I have a big day ahead of me," the lich snapped.
Marcus turned to Jack. His ear drooped halfway down the side of his face. Jack  briefly thought about it bringing it to the zombie's attention, then thought better of it.
"Hey there, buddy," Jack said.
"Sorry about this. You know, I always admired your physique," Marcus said.
Jack brightened. "Really?"
"Oh sure, those meaty forearms, and muscular thighs. God, they make my mouth water so, I could just eat you right up," Marcus said.
Jack blushed. "Please, it's not a big deal."
Christine gripped his forearm. "Not the time," she whispered.
A hungry something gleamed in Marcus's eyes. He saw it reflected in the faces of the zombies behind him.
"The power of the crystal compels you! Feast my children! Tear flesh from bone," the lich said.
He produced a midnight black orb from his cloak and held it high overhead. The sphere cackled with a strange energy. A sudden queasiness shook Jack's stomach.
"Blargh!" Marcus said.
He lunged forward, his arms outstretched in a straight line. Jack's instincts kicked into high gear as he swung the ax in a neat diagonal line. It connected solidly with Marcus's neck, and then the zombie's head was flying through the air.
Hunger mingled with surprise on his decapitated face.
"Eat them!" the bodiless head boomed.
The zombie mob rushed forward.
Christine swore and lunged forward, sinking her spear into the open mouth of a thin, green skinned woman. The pointed blade passed through the back of her throat and into the chest of the zombie behind her. It continued on skewering corpse after living corpse, until half a dozen zombies were neatly shish kebabed on the end of her pole.
Jack danced through the advancing mob, slashing and swinging his ax hither and froe. Each stroke brought with it crushing pain.
Strength: Activated
Sensor Tech: Activated
A light sheen of sweat sprung to Jack's skin. His muscles became loose and limber. A warmth filled him. He felt wild and dangerous, more animal than human.
A lumbering giant of a zombie trundled through the horde, his arms swinging loosely by his side. He opened his mouth, a formless, gaping hole, and bellowed.
Jack leapt and brought his ax down in a sharp vertical strike. It sank deeply into the giant's forehead and didn't stop until it split all the way to the base of his neck.The zombie toppled backwards, crushing several others as it fell. Jack spun on his heel and swept his ax out in a wide arc. The edge of the dwarven steel met with little resistance as it tore through several surging zombies. 
"Someone help!" Julie cried.
Jack followed her cry and blanched. A twin headed zombie was chasing the girl across the meadow. She clutched a bow tightly in one hand. Three arrows stuck out from the zombie's chest.
Jack sprinted across the field. With his enhanced speed activated, he was little more than a blur. Julie tripped on a root and fell. A look of sheer terror crossed her face. The pincushion zombie roared. It launched itself into the air and was promptly cleaved in two by Jack's biting blade. 
The dead pieces collided limply with the ground. Jack dropped his ax and knelt beside Julie.
Grabbing hold of her hand, he helped her into a sitting position.
"Are you okay?" he said.
She sniffled. "Yeah, I guess so."
"You're injured," Jack said.
He lifted her hand. A microscopic cut stretched across her palm. A single drop of blood smeared out. Jack brought her palm to his lips and kissed her hand.
The breathe caught in Julie's throat.
"Jack," she said.
"Julie."
His eyes found hers, and the world slowed. Time came to a standstill.
"Jack!" Julie screamed.
"Julie!" Jack screamed back. 
His heart thudded in his chest as a bevvy of swirling emotions came to the fore.
"There's a zombie behind you. Watch out!" Julie said.
AI Note: There's a battle going on, doofus.
Jack spun around. His hand searched for his ring finger, but the sudden excitement of the battle and his long dormant feelings for Julie made his movements strange and clumsy.
The zombie leered at the young couple, simultaneously overtaken by the sweetness of their love and his building anticipation for the sweetness of their flesh.
"Hiyah!" Lauren shouted. 
The edge of her blade bit deeply into the zombie's throat. His eyes went wide. A purplish tongue wagged out from between two swollen lips, and then his head was falling from his shoulders. 
"Thank you!" Julie cried.
"You can thank me later," Lauren said. 
"I don't know how I can ever repay you for saving my life," Jack said.
"I have an inkling," Lauren said with a smile in her eyes.
"Ah, brains," the decapitated head growled. "Hungry."
***Jack punted the head far into the distance where it landed with a crash and rolled away into the distant weeds. It would remain in this place until time forgot its existence and the world ceased to turn.
Or at least until a hungry bear came along and force fed it to its sleepy cubs. 
One of the two.
Jack stood up and grabbed Hasan's ax from where it lay beside him. He surveyed the battlefield. Contrary to their earlier exchange, the zombies were more or less finished. A few still groaned and moaned from where they lay, but those that still lived, a bit of a malapropism considering that they’re zombies, were completely incapacitated.
Jack turned his attention to the castle. His brows knit together. 
"By the last days, where did the lich go?" he said.
"Poor bastard turned tail and ran at the first sight of defeat, I reckon," Alina said.
"Coward," Jack said.
He stormed across the battlefield. Raising his ax high overhead, he brought it thundering against the wood plank door. It bounced off, leaving an unsightly gash. Jack raised the ax for a repeat performance, but stopped in mid-stroke as a collection of dark gases coalesced into a vaguely humanoid shape before him.
"Would you stop that already," the castle core said.
Jack considered his request. Coming to a conclusion, he carefully chose his words.
"No," he said.
Jack brought the ax down in another crashing strike. The ax swung easily through the castle core's ghostly body and smashed through the door. 
"Oh for fuck's sake," the castle core muttered. "I knew I should've asked Bhal for a more competent custodian. Lich! Lich get your ass out here!"
"Is that his name?" Alina said.
"What?" the castle core answered.
"Lich, like he doesn't have a real name or anything?" she said.
"No, why would he?" the castle core said.
"Well, that would be the equivalent of calling me human. I mean, could you imagine that?  Yelling ‘human’ any time you wanted to talk to me. Of course, that would be a lot more confusing seeing how many humans are out there compared to lichs. But still, I think it's a little disrespectful," she said.
"I don't have a name," the castle core said testily.
"Why not?" Jack said. 
He let the ax fall to his side where it swung gently against the side of his leg.
"I just don't," the castle core said.
She seemed supremely peeved, which surprised Jack seeing as they were merely making conversation.
"My castle core has a name," Jack said.
"Oh?" said the castle core.
"Yeah, we call her Joyce," Lauren said.
"Well whoopty doo for Joyce," the castle core said.
"You're a salty one, aren't you?" Christine said.
"Are you guys all going to gang up on me? Just because we unleashed a zombie army on your village?" the castle core said. 
"I just think it's sad you don't have a name.That's all," Alina said. 
The door opened. Behind the castle core stood the lich. He held a clay mug in one hand. Drafts of steam wisped off the top. Jack thought he detected the faint odor of chocolate.
"What's all this racket about?" the lich said.
"We were having a discussion about castle core naming conventions," Julie said.
"Could you do it somewhere else? I'm kind of in the middle of something," the lich said.
Jack looked around the lich's shoulder. Inside, the base of the tower was small but incredibly cozy. A fire roared in the fireplace. Nearby was an overstuffed leather chair. On the chaise sat a book and next to that a chess board. 
Jack noticed that the pieces were positioned in a complicated array.
"Did we interrupt something?" Jack said.
"What do you think?" the lich answered rudely. 
He thumbed the door. As it flicked towards him, his eyes widened.
"Look what you did to my door. You- savages!"
Julie couldn't stop herself from giggling. At the word savages, the lich's voice had gone up an octave. Her giggling proved infectious and it soon spread to Lauren and then Christine. Soon Jack joined in. Alina sighed and planted her hands on her waist.
She met the lich's eyes and shook her head. Then she broke into uproarious laughter alongside them. The lich hung his head. He pulled the door shut as he prepared to go back inside. A single tear rolled down his cheek.
"Not so fast," Alina said.
She stuck out her foot and caught the door before it closed.
"I think you owe us an explanation," Alina said.
"Says who?" the lich said. 
"Says me," Jack said. "Come on man, you can't just unleash a horde of zombies on my village and expect everything to be hunky dory."
"It's not my fault though," the lich said.
Christine cocked an eyebrow. "Oh really? Who's fault is it then?"
"Lord Bhal," the lich spat. "Go complain to him. I didn't want to do any of this in the first place, okay?"
"Then why did you do it?" Julie said.
A tender understanding colored her voice. The lich curled up his fist and planted it under his chin.
"That's a bit of a story, actually. Would you and your companions like to join me in the den?" he said.
"Only if you're willing to share some of whatever it is you're drinking," Lauren said.
She stared pointedly at his steaming mug. A blush crept up the lich's cheeks.
"Oh my cocoa, yeah I have plenty inside," the lich turned and walked back into the room.
Raising his hand over his shoulder, he gestured for the others to follow. Jack exchanged looks with Alina and shrugged.
Together they followed him into the den. The castle core appeared in the corner of the room. With his arms criss-crossed across his smoky chest, it was clear he wasn't pleased with this turn of events. But, if the castle core had anything to say, he kept it to himself.
The lich stood before the fire. A brass pot hung over the flames. He used a slender dipper to scoop out deep spoonfuls of hot chocolate which he then deposited into a series of Earthy clay mugs.
"Sweets for my sweets," he mumbled to himself.
"What was that?" Jack said, not quite sure that he'd heard the immortal necromancer correctly.
"Nothing!" the lich said. He gestured towards a couch nestled against the wall between a bookcase and a plinth on which sat a bust of a goblin in a broad brimmed hat.
He looks like a 19th century French general, Jack thought.
Pain lanced through his head. He winced and clutched his temple.
"What is it?" Alina said.
"Nothing," he said brusquely. "Just more of this insanity. Worlds beyond our own. A heathen race called the French."
"The French- are they savages?" Alina said.
Jack examined the goblin's leering face. "I believe so. Yes," conviction strengthened his voice. "An ugly race of subhuman bastards."
"Harsh," Lauren said.
"I hate the French!" Julie burst out.
Blushing furiously, she looked down as all eyes landed on her.
"Yes, well there are no French in this castle. Please, take a seat." The lich pointed to the couch.
Julie, Lauren, and Christine scooched in.
"You can sit next to me," Christine said. 
"You can sit on me," Lauren said.
"Why don't you take a seat on the easy chair," the lich said, indicating a felt covered chair that sat directly beside his own imposing, high-backed chair.
"What about Alina?" he said.
"I'll sit on your lap," she said.
Lauren shot to her feet. "No fair! If I knew there was lap sitting involved, I never would've gotten onto this musty old couch."
Christine's face turned down in a grimace. "Lauren, you are a guest in this house."
"Technically, it's a castle," the castle core said. "And if you'd like, I can bring up another chair for you."
"That won't be necessary," Alina said. She pointed her chin at the chair. "Jack, if you will?"
Jack sat down. Alina followed shortly after, a look of triumph on her face. She wriggled her ass against Jack's crotch. 
"What's that in your pants?" she said. "It's so uncomfy."
Jack's eyes shot wide as she ground herself deeper into his lap. 
"Oh, there we go. That's the spot," she said.
She made a small noise of satisfaction as she looped an arm around Jack's neck, and swung her legs over the armrest. 
Ignoring Lauren's glare, she extended her arm towards the lich.
"Two hot chocolates, please. One for me, and one for my man," she said.
Lauren shot to her feet. "Your man?"
Jack raised his hands in a defensive gesture. "Ladies please, you’ll all get your turn."
Lauren sat back down. A hawklike expression crossed her face. "I'll hold you to that."
The lich silently handed over the mugs. Jack was glad to have a distraction from his rapidly stiffening member. Taking quick, nervous sips, he soaked in the room's coziness. It was hard to believe that just moments earlier, he'd been locked in mortal combat with an undead mob.
AI Note: Keep your wits about you.
Is this all some elaborate trick? Jack thought.
Silence, then the AI spoke: My sensors don't indicate a trap. Just be careful, okay?
Jack nodded silently as he sipped on his beverage. It was the sweetest thing he'd tasted since he'd awoken on this strange planet. The chair was comfortable and even with her boiled leather armor, Alina's body was warm and soft. The fire exuded a gentle heat. 
To Jack's surprise, he was having a hard time keeping his eyelids open.
The lich sat down and crossed his legs.
"So, you probably want to discuss the whole dark crystal business," he said.
Jack stifled a yawn. Nodding blankly, he stared into the fire. 
The lich set his mug down and wrung his hands nervously. "It wasn't my idea, you see. Lord Bhal came to me and asked me if I'd like my very own castle core."
"So, you agreed to slaughter everyone in our village for a castle?" Christine said. 
"It's not my fault," the lich whined. "You should've seen the crypt I was living in before this: cold, damp, and exactly zero hot chocolate."
Jack pursed his lips. The lich had a point. This hot chocolate was delicious.
AI Note: Excellent job putting up a tough front. You've got him right where you want him.
Jack didn't know what the AI meant, but he was happy to be on the God's good side for once.
A distant sigh echoed through his mind.
AI Note: You don't know what I'm talking about, do you?
Oh great and powerful God, I worship at the fount of your arcane wisdom, Jack thought.
AI Note: Never mind. Just deal with the lich.
New Quest: Don't fall asleep in the lich's chair.
Jack strained to keep his eyes open. 
"Okay, so Lord Bhal came to you and offered a castle core if you took us out. What else can you tell me?" Jack said.
"I mean, that's about it." The lich spread his hands out, palms facing up. "After the zombies overran your village, I was to extinguish their life force and then Lord Bhal was going to repopulate your village with his subjects from a distant portion of the empire."
"Their only loyalty would be to Bhal," Alina said.
The lich nodded. "Exactly, once he had consolidated his grip over your village, he promised to let me lord over it along with this castle. I was supposed to become the new dark lord of this little corner of the world."
"That's quite the plan," Jack said.
"It was," the lich said. He looked down at his lap, a sheepish expression crossed his face. "Guys, I want to apologize for my earlier actions. They were way out of line."
"You almost murdered all of us," Christine said pointedly.
"I know, and I'm sorry about that. Look, I’m not going to use the dark crystal against you guys again. Don’t believe me? Here watch," the lich said.
Dark tendrils coalesced into a terrible crystalline orb that hovered several inches above the lich’s upturned palm. With a flick of his wrist, the lich sent it shooting into the fire where it exploded in a burst of green flames.
The lich loudly struck his palms together. “All done.”
"What do you want to do?" Christine said.
"Me? I don't know, I--," the lich began.
"Not you, doofus. I was talking to Jack," Christine said.
"Hey," Jack said. "Don't kick a man when he's down."
"He tried to turn us into zombie chow," Christine said.
"A task at which he ultimately proved unsuccessful," Alina said.
"Exactly, don't kick a man when he's down," Jack said. 
Christine made a disbelieving snort that Jack pointedly ignored. 
"How would you like to join us?" Jack said.
The lich's corpse face stretched into a mask of incredulity. "Really? You mean it?"
"We all make mistakes," Jack said. 
Alina wiggled her butt against Jack's lap, making him glad that his boiled leather cod piece protected his crotch from direct contact with her sumptuous behind. Alina turned and nibbled on Jack's ear. 
"Yes, we do. When I get you alone, I'm going to make a mistake all… over... you."
Jack's heart fluttered. "Yes, uhm. Good point." 
Lauren looked as if she were on the brink of a heart attack.
"What about me?" the castle core said.
"What about you? What about me?" Lauren said. "I want to make a mistake all over Jack, but you don't see me saying anything about it."
"I meant, what will happen to me, now that you've abandoned your lord and master, the emir of darkness, Lord Bhal," the castle core said.
"You're welcome to come along for the ride," Jack said. 
"It sounds dangerous," she said.
"Nothing in life worth having is easy to get," Christine said.
"Words of wisdom," the lich said. 
A cat meowed.
"Who's that?" Julie said.
The lich waved a hand. "Mr. Tiffles, please don't let him disturb you."
A silky white feline slunk down the staircase. It jumped past the bottom stair and sprinted across the room, before taking a flying leap right into the lich's arms. 
"Careful!" the lich said.
He held his hot chocolate out to the side, the contents inside sloshing precariously. 
"I do apologize," he said, before turning his attention to the cat in his lap. Mr. Tiffles had curled up into a tight ball. With his eyes closed, he pointedly ignored the undead sorcerer. "Mr. Tiffles no, not when we have company."
"It's alright," Jack said. 
"I don't know, I think I might be allergic," Julie said.
"You're not allergic," Lauren said.
"Am too," Julie shot back.
"Girls," Christine said.
Jack took a sip of his hot chocolate, and turned to the lich. "So, continuing on with our earlier conversation, I would be willing to let you retain control of this castle." The lich brightened. "In exchange, you and the castle core must swear fealty to me. Is that acceptable to you?"
The lich stroked his chin. "Yes, I can do that."
"Excellent," Jack said. 
"And no more zombies!" Lauren said.
"Yeah, that too," Jack said.
The lich stroked his chin. He stared out pensively towards the fire. “No zombies, yes I think I can do that.”
Jack slurped down the rest of his coffee. A deep pit of warmth expanded in his stomach. He knew if he stayed any longer, he would have a hard time getting up.
“Time to hit the road,” Jack said.
“So soon?” the lich said. “I was hoping you’d stay for dinner. Perhaps a game of chess afterwards.”
A plaintive note entered the lich’s voice. Jack felt bad for him. It was obvious the ghoul was lonely.
Jack looked to the couch. “Girls?”
Lauren stretched her arms wide overhead, pushing out her bust in the process. “It’s been a long day.”
Jack nodded, and turned to the lich. “Another time. You’re always welcome to come to our village, of course.”
“Of course, we’ll be in touch regardless,” the lich said.
Jack patted Alina’s rump, and she reluctantly climbed off his lap. The other girls rose, and together they made their way to the door. The lich carefully set Mr. Tiffles on the floor and saw them out.
He remained at the doorway for some time, watching them leave until the five figures were little more than pinpricks against the horizon. Finally, he rolled his shoulders and stepped back inside.
“That went better than expected,” he said.
“What about Lord Bhal?” the castle core said.
“We’ll burn that bridge when we cross it,” he said.
Mr. Tiffles meowed and rubbed against the lich’s leg. He reached down and absentmindedly rubbed his back.
“Let’s finish our game,” he said.
The two settled down around the chess board. A warm glow lit in the lich’s heart. For the first time in a long time, he felt at peace.




Chapter 51


"This really is something," Jack said. 
He stepped around the clay bowl. The heavy wooden log pummeled the grain up and down in a smooth, rhythmic motion. Overhead, an elaborate pulley system tweaked and groaned.
"It really is nothing," Henry said.
"Nothing? Don't sell yourself short," Annabelle said. "You worked your butt off on this."
She sidled up beside the older yeti and pulled her arm around him in a side-hug. He made a gruff noise, but hugged her back nonetheless.
"It will work as long as the wind blows, anyway," Henry said. 
"That's not all," Annabelle said. "Tell him about the manual power."
"He doesn't want to learn about all the boring details," Henry said.
"Please, the success of this project means the success of our village," Jack said. 
"Well, if the wind isn't blowing too strong, you can hook up the harness in the outhouse building there to a pair of mules,"
"Or oxen," Annabelle hastily added.
She wilted under Henry's stare. 
"Sorry," she said in a small voice.
Henry continued. "You can hook up the contraption up to a pair of oxen, and they'll power the grinder just fine."
"I can't believe you built all of this so quickly," Jack said.
A proud smile crossed Henry's face. "It's in our blood. Yetis are born engineers."
The three stood and soaked in the beauty of the windmill's interior. The mill stone rolled with a ponderous majesty. 
AI Note: This village is really coming together. You should be proud of yourself.
I didn't do anything, though. Jack thought with surprise. It's all the work of the others.
AI Note: And they couldn't have done it without you. 
I thank you, oh great one---.
A grumbling filled his head. 
AI Note: Don't get used to it. 
That was followed up by a more distant, I don't know why I try.
It almost sounded like the AI God was speaking to himself. He was so intent on the interior monologue that he almost didn't hear the giggles leaking from high overhead. He cocked his head. 
"Did I imagine that?" he said.
Worry crossed Annabelle's face. "No, I heard it, too."
"Janelle, is that you?" Henry called up.
Jack's heart dropped as a small face poked over one of the high beams. "Look how high I can climb, daddy."
"Get down right this instant!" Annabelle said.
"But why? I'm having fun," Janelle said.
"Listen to your sister," Henry boomed. 
For the first time since he'd met him, Jack detected a hint of panic in the troll's voice. 
"Ugh, fine," Janelle said.
Extending her arms to either side, she walked across the beam like a tightrope walker. 
"Now!" Henry said.
Janelle rolled her eyes. "I'm coming, dad. Geesh, oh woah!"
Her eyes widened. She wobbled as she lost her balance. Jack's heart dropped into his stomach. Janelle tumbled off the high beam.  
"No!" Jack yelled.
Janelle landed with a crash in the middle of the grain pile. A plume of golden wheat rose into the air. 
"I'm okay," a weak voice rose from the bowl.
"No, you're not," Jack said. 
He watched the advancing mill stone roll towards her. 
Speed: Enhanced
New Quest: Save Janelle before she gets crushed to death.
AI Note: What are you waiting for?
Jack ran across the room. Grabbing hold of the stone bowl's lip, he pulled himself over the side. The mill stone came grinding at a relentless pace towards Janelle.
"Get up!" Jack said.
"Can't," Janelle whimpered. "My leg hurts."
The young yeti lay half-buried in a pile of amber grain.
Waves of yellow grain. A cerulean sky. Porcelain skin. A woman's face. Snaking black asphalt. Iowa.
Jack gritted his teeth against the sudden explosion of pain that rocked his mind.
Not now, he thought.
"What's going on?" Annabelle said.
AI Note: What the hell man? Save that troll baby before she turns into paste.
Jack blinked away the tears that were forming in the corner of his eyes and ran to Janelle. Scooping her up in his arms, he darted away from the advancing mill stone. 
Two hands appeared above the lip of the bowl.
"Hand her to me," Henry said.
Grateful for the assist, Jack passed Janelle over the top. With the mill stone hot on his heels, he grabbed hold of the bowl's lip and launched himself over the side. Landing on his hands and knees, he clenched his eyes tight shut as an agonizing tidal wave crashed across his brain.
Who is this Iowa? And why does she make me feel this way?
Jack opened his eyes, allowing a narrow slit of light to pass through. Annabelle held Janelle tight in her arms, while Henry scolded her.
"What were you thinking, young lady? You could have killed yourself. Would have killed yourself if it weren't for Jack," he said.
"I'm sorry, I didn't know," Janelle said.
Jack pushed himself onto one knee. The pain had receded, though it hadn't absented itself completely.
"How are you doing?" he said.
Janelle pouted. "My leg hurts. I think I broke it."
Her leg bent out at a strange angle. Jack cocked his head. Though he knew little about medicine, or the yeti body, even he could see that she was in dire need of medical attention.
"Get her to a doctor," he said.
The two yetis wasted no time following his instructions. He followed behind, and made it all the way to the mill door when he was hit by a second attack.
This one came out of nowhere. A towering building with yawning plate glass windows and a delicate steel spider webbing frame. The image filled his mind, and made him feel small. 
What are you? he thought.
AI Note: Hold on buddy. 
Overload imminent. 
What's going on? Jack thought. 
A formless panic slid through his mind. To his surprise, Jack realized the panic was not his own. It belonged to the AI. 
There are things beyond even what a God can know, Jack thought.
That was the last thought that flitted through his head, before the darkness overtook him, and then he was no more.




Chapter 52


"He's awake." 
"Let me see him."
The tip-tap-tip of wood on stone rang sharp against Jack's ear. He winced. 
"Damn it all, but this is getting to be a habit for you, isn't it?" Omius said.
Jack opened his eyes. He was on the top floor of the castle. The curtains flapped gently on an invisible breeze. Omius's wrinkled forehead took up most of his field of vision. Beyond the old man, five worried female faces loomed.
Jack mustered a weak smile. A chorus of cheers greeted his effort.
"Hey guys, what happened?" he said.
Lauren shoved aside the old man and threw herself on top of Jack. 
"By the last days, but I missed you so," she said. 
Jack opened his mouth, but whatever he planned on saying was swiftly forgotten as Lauren launched a full on kissing assault. 
"Muaw, muaw, muaw, muaw!"
"That's enough," Christine said.
"Yeah, time to give someone else a turn," Alina said. 
Lauren lifted off Jack. Jack watched her float ever higher with mild curiosity. 
"What the hell is going on?" Lauren said.
She stuck against the roof of the castle. Dusting off his shoulders, Omius resumed his place by Jack's bed. 
"As I was saying," he said.
"Let me down!" Lauren cried.
Omius spared her a tart look, before returning to Jack. "We need to get these episodes of yours under control."
Jack blinked. "What drugs do you have me on?" 
"Come again?" Omius said.
"Lauren's flying." Jack giggled. "I wanna fly too."
"Oh for the sake of---." Omius waved his hand and Lauren came crashing down.
She leapt to her feet and scowled at the old man. Omius waved his arms and made an inarticulate tsking noise. Lauren huffed and stomped off to the side of the room.
"I don't know what's going on," Jack said. 
"The AI- er, the God in your head hasn't alluded to any possible causes of these fits," Omius said.
Jack shrugged. "Afraid not. He's been real quiet, to be honest. He is a God after all, and Gods work in mysterious ways."
AI Note: Your fainting fits are a result of direct interference with your brain's storage capacity. 
"Can you help me remember?" Jack said.
Confusion crossed Christine's face. Jack ignored her. 
AI Note: Sorry, but your memory is linked to my own storage capacity.
I don't understand, Jack thought. 
AI Note: Whatever damaged your memory messed up mine as well.
Surely, your divine powers can overcome this block?
AI Note: For the last time, I don't have divine powers.
Jack bowed his head. I accept your test, master.
The AI made a disgruntled noise in Jack's head, which he interpreted to mean that he'd passed the God's test. 
He pursed his lips and wondered why a divine being such as the AI felt the need to trick an adherent. 
"What I would give to take a peek inside that head of yours," Omius said.       
"Can you communicate with the God?" Jack said.
Omius wrinkled his nose. "No, and to be honest son, I don't think you're talking to a personal God. When I fixed your language center, I noticed several abnormalities in your mind and body. I've never encountered the like in my life. But, I don't think they're evidence of a God."
"Yet more tests," Jack said. "Alas, my pure spirit shall not be corrupted."
"Can you get up?" Alina said.
"Maybe?" Jack wiggled his toes, before carefully flexing his legs. The big muscles in his thighs responded better than they had any right to, filling Jack with a giddiness that almost erased his earlier worries. "Why?"
A mischievous smile crossed her face. "Because if you can't get up, I'm getting in there with you."
"No fair!" Julie said.
Jack turned his head to her, half-expecting the girl to blush and look away shyly, as she seemed to on every other occasion in which she'd taken the spotlight thus far.
To his surprise, she held his stare. A defiant expression took hold of her face.
"Why is it that you and Lauren are always hogging him?" she said.
"That's not true, Alina is the Jack-hog," Lauren said.
"She has a point," Omius said.
"Thank you," Lauren said. 
"I meant Julie," he said.
"You- you person dropper!" Lauren shrieked.
"It's true," Christine said. "I saw you drop her."
"You know, in my younger days they called me the panty dropper," Omius said. A weary expression crossed his face. He seemed to age a hundred years in a handful of seconds.
"Julie has a point," Alina said carefully. "We have been hogging Jack between ourselves quite a bit. Don't you think it's time the other girls had a turn?"
"Don't I get a say in this?" Jack said.
"No," Lauren and Alina said simultaneously.
"Fine," Lauren said. "Julie, you get Jack privileges for the next hour."
"I'm not one hundred percent sure I can walk," Jack said.
No one paid attention to him.
"What about me?" Christine said. 
"You want Jack privileges?" Lauren said.
Christine's cheeks reddened. "Well, I mean if everyone else is staking their claim..."
"Fine," Lauren said. A look of utter disgust colored her features. "I will light a timer candle. Julie shall have him for the first hour. Christine after, and then me."
"What about me?" Alina said.
"What about you?" Lauren said.
Swinging his feet out of bed, Jack stood up. He spread his arms in a peace-making gesture.
"I'm not about to be split apart like some prize to be claimed," he said.
"I can see my job is done," Omius said. 
He started for the door. As he got to the head of the stairs, he turned around and called back sourly. "Let me know when your little orgy is done."
Lauren's eyes bugged out of her head. "Omius, you're a genius."
The old man's chest puffed out a little. "Yes, well I try. And this would be in relation to what?"
"An orgy!" Lauren said. 
Omius visibly deflated. Grumbling, he strode down the stairs.
"Are you sure about this?" Christine said.
"It might work?" Alina said.
"What's an orgy?" Julie said.
Jack raised his hand. "Seconding that question."
"Well, an orgy starts like this."
Lauren crossed the room to where Jack stood and knelt between his thighs. Jack was already hardening as his pants swept down around his ankles. His cock bounced out and smacked Lauren across the face.
She reached up and gripped it. Her mouth turned down in a mock serious frown.
"Someone's been a bad boy," she said.
"But you pulled down his pants," Julie protested.
Lauren flashed her a sour look before continuing.
"I guess someone needs to be punished," Lauren said.
She pulled Jack's cock into her mouth and began to bob her head up and down against his crotch.
"I don't understand how that constitutes a punishment though," Julie said, sounding very confused.
Christine touched her arm, leaned over, and whispered something in her ear. Two bright pink spots exploded across Julie's cheeks.
"Oh," she said.
Jack ignored her. How could he do otherwise with Lauren's beautiful face mere centimeters from his waist, and his thick cock cradled lovingly between her lips.
He ran his fingers through her hair, lightly caressing her scalp. 
"Hey Jack," Alina said.
Jack looked up to where Alina stood across the room. She was topless. Rising and falling on the balls of her heels, she caused her bosom to jiggle and bounce. 
Alina slowly stuck her index into her mouth. Going all the way to her knuckle, she slid it seductively along the sides of her cheeks, before removing it with a loud pop.
Jack groaned. A steady heat was building in his crotch. 
"Don't think for a second I'm going to let you come in her mouth," Alina said.
Her voice was barely above a whisper. Drawing her finger across the top of her breast, she brought it down to her right nipple. The tip of her pointer finger swirled and teased, pressing and pushing against the hardening nipple.
Lauren pulled her head back and glared up at him. "Are you even paying attention to me at all?"
"I'm sorry, babe," Jack said. 
He raised his hand and scratched the back of his head. "It's just, Alina was distracting me is all."
Lauren's glare transformed into a smirk. A by now familiar, wolfish hunger entered her eyes. 
Jack felt moderately afraid.
"Well then," Lauren said as she stood all the way up. "I guess, I'll have to take care of that distraction for you."
Crossing the room, she casually shucked off her clothes until she stood before Alina stark naked. 
"Where do you get off distracting my man- without me."
Lauren leaned forward and planted her lips against Alina's. Their chests crushed together. Alina froze in momentary shock. Lauren took advantage of the stillness to explore her body. Her hands roamed across her front and back, her breasts and buttocks. They crept down to her most secret places, causing Alina to gasp.
With her hand down the front of Alina's tights, it was all too obvious what was going on. Jack watched Lauren's fingers bunch up against the fabric as they pumped in and out of her. 
By that point, Alina had begun to thaw. Her own hands crept tentatively over Lauren's bare skin. Lauren took a mincing half-step forward, encouraging her.
Jack turned to Julie and raised an eyebrow. 
"I-I'm not kissing Christine if that's what you're thinking. So, get those dirty ideas out of your head,” Julie said.
"What about me?" Jack said softly.
Julie blushed furiously and for a second Jack thought she would quit the room. Biting down hard on her lower lip, she gave a curt nod.
"You don't need to do anything you don't want to," Jack said.
"But I want to!" 
"Are you sure?"
Julie looked down. Christine reached out and brushed aside a lock of hair that had fallen down around Julie's eyes.
"Would you like to watch Jack and I first? Do you think that would make it easier?" she said.
"Uh-huh."
Christine met Jack's eyes. The two exchanged a nod and walked to the bedside. What clothing remained became lost. Across the room, Lauren and Alina were locked in a private world all their own. Alina's eyes were closed, her head thrown back as Lauren's fingers pumped more frantically in and out of her. Her tights were pulled down to her mid-thighs and the sight of her pussy sent a fresh surge of blood racing through Jack's body towards his cock.
Propping Christine up on the bed, he buried his face in her lap. Wind rushed out from her lungs as Jack's tongue darted out. Playing with her. Teasing her. Drawing lines across her skin, and pushing down into her love button. Her thighs tightened, clamping against either side of his head. 
She arched her lower back and came against his face. Jack stood. Grabbing hold of her waist, he repositioned her body across the bed.
"Where do you want me?" Christine gasped.
Jack lay down behind her. Repositioning her waist, he faced her away from him, then came in close so their bodies were flush. Grabbing hold of his cock, he pressed it tight to her womanhood.
"Are you ready?" he growled in her ear.
"Shut up and fuck me already."
New Quest Alert: Shut up and fuck her already.
Jack slid his cock between Christine's thighs, entering her easily. Snaking one arm over her shoulder, he lightly wrapped his hand around her throat, while he used his other hand to guide her torso away from his body ever so slightly. Joined at the waist, her body radiated away from his at a forty-five-degree angle, delighting him with the full sweep of her tight back. 
He pulsed forward with his hips, sliding his cock between her legs at a steady pace. Looking over her shoulder, he locked eyes with Julie. Though she was still fully clothed, one of her hands had disappeared into her blouse's neck hole. Her eyes fluttered and she gasped as she lightly tweaked her nipples.
A pulse of fiery heat tore through Jack. Planting one hand on Christine's hip, he picked up the rhythm. All the while, he slowly tightened his grip on her neck.
Her hand flew up and wrapped around his.
"Too much?" he said.
"More." 
That did it. Waves of rich pleasure and a heady urge to dominate overcame him. Pulling back, he slammed his waist against hers in powerful, successive motions. She arched her back and moaned, a rich throaty cry.
She shivered and shook and came against him. Locked together in a still embrace, Jack's eyes crossed the room and locked on Julie's. 
Fear, longing, a dread curiosity, and unslakable lust mingled in her stare. Jack pulled out of Christine.
"Baby?" Christine said.
Confusion colored her voice. Alina and Lauren had halted their ministrations, and they too stared at Jack as he crossed the room, proud and erect. 
Reaching Julie, he methodically undressed her. She stood still, waiting, nervous, and eager. A fount of emotions bottled up, shaken and ready to burst.
He finished and she stood nude before him. He planted one hand on her shoulder and one on her hip. His touch was sure; his movements unhurried. 
"Where do you want me?" Julie whispered.
"Right here."
Jack guided her against the wall, so she was facing it. She laid her palms flat against its surface, and wiggled her butt out ever so slightly. Jack gently but firmly pulled against her hips until her torso was facing the ground at an angle. Planting his foot parallel to hers, he pushed her feet out one at a time, until she formed a V-shaped tower with her moist sex at its apex.
Jack slid a finger in. Then two. He rubbed them slowly in and out, a gentle teasing motion.
"What do you want?" he said.
"You."
"And?"
"Your big cock between my legs. Fucking me. Making me yours." 
Her voice trembled. Jack hardly recognized it, so steeped was she in nerves and desire.
"Are you sure you can handle me?"
"Ah huh."
"All of me?"
She chewed her lower lip. Breath caught in her lungs. "Please Jack, don't make me beg."
Jack rubbed the tip of his cock against her aching cunt. Her wetness spilled across its top. She twitched. Another moan escaped her lips.
"Who do you belong to?" he said.
"You." 
"Always?"
"Forever."
"Mine."
"All yours. Every inch of my body belongs to you. Now come on and fuck me!"
Her voice rose on the last two words.
"As you wish."
He entered her, and a wave of indescribable pleasure surged through him. Julie's lower back sagged ever slightly. 
"Oh yes, yes, yes, yes!" she said, practically howling as Jack began to pulse in and out of her body. The supple tenderness of her skin, her taut muscles, and plump ass spread before him, an alluring buffet.
Soft flesh caressed his cheeks, his back, chest, and shoulders as the other women surrounded him in a crescent formation. Lauren kissed Alina, while her hand found Christine's tender lower lips. All the while Jack pounded against Julie's soft cunt. Fast then slow, hard, and heartbreakingly gentle. He varied his pace, picking up steam only to back off the breaks, prolonging the pleasure.
Finally, he could ignore the building heat inside his chest no longer. Like a sprinter in the home stretch, he quickened. His cock burned with a furious delight, and then he was coming deep, deep inside of her. 
"All done?" Lauren said, doing little to hide her disappointment.
Jack chuckled as he pushed back a few strands of sweat soaked hair. "For now. Check back in fifteen minutes."
Lauren punched him playfully in the shoulder. "Don't go forgetting about me now."
"I wouldn't dream of it."
Together, they retired to the bed which seemed to have expanded just enough to fit all of their bodies. A faint moan echoed down from the rafters. 
Lauren threw herself across Christine and tightly clutched Jack's chest.
"It's a ghost!" she said.
"No, you nit. It's Joyce," Christine said. She rolled her eyes and shoved Lauren off her body.
"Oh," Lauren said. "Having fun up there?"
The moaning stopped. 
"Wake me later," Jack said. 
He stifled a yawn, and turned onto his side.
"You haven't forgotten about your promise?" Lauren said.
Jack cracked open an eyelid. "I just made it like five seconds ago. Give me time to rest up."
"Okie doke." Lauren poked her fingers together. "Just checking."
"Give him time to recharge," Alina said. "In the meantime, why don't you and I get some practice in."
"Doing what? Oh--," Lauren said. "Yeah, I think I'd like that."
"Do it somewhere else, I'm trying to get some beauty sleep," Christine grumbled.
"Not that you need it," Lauren said. She reached for Christine's lap, and got her hand swatted away for her trouble. 
Jack yawned. More grumbling ensued, but he was already fast drifting off to dreamland. 
“Hey.”
Jack opened his eyes, and found himself staring straight into Julie’s face. Lines of concern tightened her eyes.
“What is it?” he said.
“Did you really mean what you said? All of it?” 
Her voice caught a little at the end. Jack reached out and curled his fingers around hers. He gripped her hand tight, pulled his face up, and planted a kiss on her forehead.
Drawing back, he met her eyes and spoke: “All of it.”
“I’m yours?”
“All mine.”
“And you love me.”
He squeezed her hand. “Very much so.”
“I love you, too.”
“I know.”
The uncertainty retreated, but didn’t disappear completely. Jack didn’t expect it to. His memory might’ve been wiped, but his masculine instincts were very much intact. Leaning forward, he kissed her again.
“Always,” he said as he pulled back.
A tight smile pulled at the corners of her lips. She squeezed his hand, then pulled her arm away.
“Sleep well my love.”
Her words were the last thing Jack heard, before he drifted off to sleep.




Chapter 52 


Lord Bhal scowled at the court jester. Beads of sweat sprang onto the top of his shiny, bald head.  
"Yes, your majesty?" 
"This doesn't amuse me."
"I apologize, but chicken juggling is--."
Lord Bhal cut him off with one sweeping hand stroke. "I don't need your pathetic excuses. I engaged your services to tickle my funny bone. Yet, it remains direly un-tickled."
Hot tears sprang into the jester's eyes. "My sincerest apologies, m'lord."
"Your apologies mean nothing to me. Guards, feed him to the dogs," Lord Bhal said.
"No, please. Ahhhhhh," the jester's mouth widened into a black oval as the guards dragged him bodily away from Bhal. Bhal tugged at his goatee. He was bored, and his funny bone remained un-tickled. 
What a disappointment today was shaping up to be.
A courier rushed into the room. "Your highness." 
Bhal pretended to examine his fingernails. He'd read somewhere, once, that by ignoring others, he could trick them into desiring his attentions even more. It was basic supply and demand. Economics. The dismal science, and boy oh boy did it work.
"Whatever I did to make you hate me, I deserve it. I deserve all of it. Pour out your scorn on my head," the courier said.
Bhal raised his head and leveled a cold stare at the messenger. "What are you blathering on about?"
A nearby guard helpfully poked the messenger with the tip of his halberd.
"The communique," he said in a gruff voice.
"Right," the messenger said. He fumbled for his belt as tears poured down the sides of his cheek. He'd worked so hard to blow the right people to get this job, and he was already messing it up. Fumbling the scroll, he said: "Your lordship is right to hate me for I am unworthy of love."
Lord Bhal twirled his finger as if to say hurry it up. 
“I haven't all day.”
The messenger gulped and continued: "Yes, well. Uhm. The lich was unsuccessful. His zombie horde was cut down to a man- er, zombie. They're all dead. I mean, like really dead. Not fake dead. Not like zombie dead, you know. But dead dead---."
Lord Bhal blasted him with a withering gaze. The messenger sank into himself further. When he continued, it was in the barest whimper. 
"The castle was not captured."
"Thank God!" Lord Bhal loudly interrupted.
"Because the lich defected to the enemy's side."
"He what!" Lord Bhal raged.
"A preliminary inquest suggests he shared hot chocolate with the interloper and his concubines," the messenger said.
The messenger fell silent. From outside the room, the sounds of ravenous hounds tearing jester flesh filtered through the door. 
Bhal stared pointedly down his nose at the messenger. 
"Is that all?" he said, his voice low and dangerous.
"I- I uhm, like your shoes," the messenger said.
Bhal relaxed. He looked down at his pointed, blue satin shoes. "Really?"
"Yes," the messenger said.
"They're my favorite. I had them commissioned for special occasions, like today," Bhal said.
"What makes today a special occasion?" the messenger said.
"Today I get to dispose of a worthless jester and a messenger," Bhal said.
The messenger chuckled. "Boy, I feel sorry for whoever." He paused and turned to the guard. "He's talking about me, isn't he?"
The guard nodded. The messenger turned back to Bhal. 
"I don't actually like your shoes," he said.
"Oh?"
"They look stupid."
The guard's halberd took the messenger's head off in one clean swoop. Blood shot up in a fountain, coating the inside of Bhal's chamber in a sticky, foaming red.
Lord Bhal did not care for this.
"Call the maids! Tell them to commence cleaning immediately, and while you're at it call up the army too," he said.
"The army?" the guard said. "You mean, like the whole army?"
"You mean like the whole army?" Bhal repeated in a mocking voice.
The guard shrank. Bhal made him feel small, and weak. The guard didn't appreciate such feelings. 
"Yes, the whole army," Bhal said. 
He rose from his chair. An evil light shone from his eyes. "It's high time we did something about this interloper and his concubines."
Blood had sprayed across his mouth. Bhal's tongue darted out, a thin ruby snake as he licked away the splattered liquid. 
The guard shuddered, before racing from the royal chambers.
You mean like the whole army?
Bhal’s mocking words rang distant and unpleasant in his ears long after he’d left the room.
What a dick, the guard thought.
***A rushing gold fountain splashing onto diamond boulders..... Carpeted emerald fields that spread for miles.....
Hasan pranced like a foppish dandy. He wore a toothy smile, and nothing else. His manhood slapped gleefully between his calves.  
Yes, it is a bit long, he thought. A pensive expression crossed his face. Perhaps too long. Will I ever find love? Could any dwarven maiden take it upon herself to pleasure a man with a three foot cock.
The emerald grass which had been so soft moments earlier cut into the soles of his feet, criss crossing his tender skin with a lacerating latticework. 
Hasan huffed and screeched. His overgrown manhood caught on his ankles sending him tumbling face first into the golden pond.
The molten metal enveloped him, burning his tender flesh right off his bones.
Hasan woke with a start. Thick beads of sweat ran down his forehead and into his eyes. He reached for his bedside table where he kept a pitcher of water and a clay mug. He frowned.
The porcelain felt different. Grainy and worn.  
"Bad dream?" 
Hasan jerked his hand away. Pulling his legs up to his chest, he peered into the darkness. A looming skull greeted him. Pale green fire lit out from its cavernous jaws and staring eye sockets. 
"How did you get into my house?" Hasan said.
The skeleton snorted softly. "How else? I crawled in through the window."
Hasan struggled to control his breathing. At present, he was ensconced inside of a living mountain. Dozens of feet of solid rock separated him from the outside air. 
More to the point, there were no windows into his cavern. 
"I can see you're a curious dwarf. Curiosity is commendable, but so is haste. Why don't we play a game, you and I. You can ask me whatever silly question is on your mind. In return, I will make you a request. Is such a situation amendable to you?"
Hasan licked his lips. He nodded in a quick up and down motion.
The skeleton's ghastly smirk stretched ever higher. "Excellent. Ladies first."
"I--," the dwarf stopped and scowled as the full import of the skeleton's words entered his mind. 
I'm no lady. Does a lady have a three foot dream cock? Hasan thought.
"Yes, she very well could. It is a dream cock, after all. Isn't it?" The skeleton said.
"You can read my mind!" Hasan said.
"Your question?" the skeleton said, ignoring him.
"Why are you here? Why did you break into my house? What's your name?" Hasan said.
The skeleton sighed. "You're not very good at playing games, are you? We agreed upon a single question, and here you are asking three. I'll give you a pass on the first two questions, since they're horribly redundant and I'm about to answer them anyway. My name is Timothy."
Hasan raised one hand. "Hi Tim."
"That's Timothy, not Tim," the skeleton snapped.
Hasan sank deeper into his blankets. With a visible effort, the skeleton relaxed.
"Gods, I shouldn't let it get to me so," Timothy said.
"You can't help it," Hasan said.
"Don't tell me what I can and can't help!"
Hasan's head disappeared under the bedsheets. 
A golden fountain.... Diamond boulders.... A three foot cock.....
"No amount of dreaming will lengthen that wizened root into a plumber's pipe," Timothy said.
Hasan's shark fin nose rose above the blankets.
"Why are you here, Timothy?" Hasan said.
"I come on behalf of Lord Bhal, the wise and magnanimous. In his magnanimous wisdom he has noticed that you are doing business with the interloper," Timothy said.
Hasan squinted. "The who?"
"The one who has stolen a castle core from Lord Bhal. A common hooligan, he resides within its hallowed halls, fornicating with his concubines and engaging in whatever else tomfoolery such criminals get up to."
Hasan rubbed his eyes. The jeweled cavern had all but faded from his memory, along with the comforting slap-slap-slap of his oversized dong.
"You interrupted me in the middle of a really sweet dream." A sour note entered his tone. He shook his head and continued: "Anyway, you're talking about Jack. Yeah, I know him. He hired me to chase away some yetis from his caverns. Told me a made up story about defecating in a jar for a thousand and one nights or something. Weird guy."
Timothy stroked his chin with one bony finger. "Our intel suggests that the interloper does not own a cave, although the defecation is in line with his past behavior."
Hasan shrugged. "Your point?"
"Moving on, the paragon of wisdom and magnanimity himself, Lord Bhal, is willing to part with a considerable sum of gold if you agree to help us with a planned assault on the interloper's village. The castle core must be regained for the good of the kingdom and all mankind."
"How much gold?" Hasan said, sitting up a little straighter.
"A considerable sum."
"Are we talking dream-cock considerable or reality considerable, cause between you and me," Hasan lowered his voice, though no one else was in the room with them. "I'm not exactly packing below the belt, if you know what I mean."
The skeleton made a disgruntled noise and leaned away from the dwarf.
"I mean, it's not a bad length. I haven't gotten any complaints." Two pink spots appeared on Hasan's cheeks. They steadily expanded as he blathered on about the merits of action versus acreage. How size didn't matter, and how most dwarven women actually preferred a smaller package. 
"Enough!"
A wall of sickly green fire spread around Timothy in a terrible circle. 
"Will you, or will you not render aid in the destruction of the interloper and his concubines?"
"When you put it that way. Yeah, sure. Never liked the guy to begin with." Hasan bit down on his lower lip. "You did say the sum was considerable, right?"
The cries of a thousand dead souls screaming out in an agonized chorus filled the room. Timothy flared in an explosion of green light, and for a single, ghastly second every square centimeter of his skeletal flame lit up. He vanished with the suddenness of a candle snuffed out.
Hasan rubbed his forehead. These dreams are getting worse and worse. 
He swung his legs over the side of the bed. Visions of a crisp, cold pickle slathered with peanut butter danced across his mind's eye.
"In three days time, I will return with further instructions."
Timothy's voice echoed through the room. Hasan shuddered.
A sudden certainty that he was still dreaming gripped him. He stood up and pulled the waistband of his boxers away from his body. A close inspection told him all he needed to know.
With a final shudder, he left his bed chambers for the comforting succor of a midnight pickle.




Chapter 54


"Are you sure you want to spend that much?" Joyce said.  
"Very sure," Jack said.
Wisps of purple smoke shot to the side as Joyce bowed her head. "Your wish is my command."
Anticipation built in Jack's heart.  A great cracking noise rose from around the village. Miniature dust clouds rose up to thigh level as the ground split apart with a tremendous groan. 
Brittle wooden poles crept up like a fast rising crop of sunflowers. They extended a full head taller than Jack before abruptly stopping.
Jack cocked his head to the side. "Didn't you say this was for a brick wall?"
"Be patient. It's technically not possible to skip a level," she said.
"If I knew I had to deal with a palisade fence first, I would've spent the extra points on something else," Jack said.
"Hold your horses," Joyce said. A stern note entered her voice.
Jack folded his arms across his chest and struck up a staccato rhythm against the ground with the tip of his foot.
The brittle wooden posts grew fuzzy and indistinct, almost like they were made of foam. They melted into one another.A dull red bled out through the exterior. Chalky lines criss-crossed the wall at perpendicular angles. It expanded skyward another few feet before solidifying into a brick wall.
"Sorry for doubting you,” Jack said.
Excitement shone in Joyce's eyes. Putting one finger to her lips, she grabbed Jack with her other hand and shifted his body towards the wall. She was suprisingly strong, Jack noted. 
A succession of quiet pops sounded and triple rows of hazy glass shards erupted across the top of the wall.
"It won't hold off an army, but it'll keep bandits at bay and children from running off," Joyce said.
Seized by joy, Jack spun on his heel and lifted Joyce off the ground. She squealed as he spun her around in a circle. 
"Have I ever told you how amazing you are?" he said, setting her down.
Joyce bounced away. A delirious grin crossed her face. "Please, it was nothing. You earned the points after all. If anything, I should be thanking you."
"Let's call it a team effort then," Jack said.
With his hands on his hips, he surveyed the wall. A glowing pride suffused him. "How many points before we can get some sentries up there?" Christine said.
"Another fifty or so should do for the most basic option," Joyce said. "That'll increase the wall height to fifteen feet at base level, twenty-five feet for the towers, and that's with a base thickness of six feet. The material will change from brick to granite at that point, offering an even higher resistance level."
Jack lifted an eyebrow. "Something to look forward to."
"It's more than something to look forward to. It's a necessity," Janice said. 
Her flinty stare told Jack all he needed to know about the nature of her visit.
"Bhal?" he said.
"A merchant passed through earlier today. For a few silver guilders, I was able to get some news about the good lord's activities. The local gentry is mustering their forces across the Southern crescent," she said.
Jack wrinkled his brow together. "Southern what?"
Janice sighed. "We really need to sit you down with a map one of these days. The Npir river runs from the Silverstone mountains in the North all the way to the Great Sea in the South. There's a sizeable chunk in the middle that bends way out like a  bow before it's fired. We call that the Southern Crescent. It's the main population center for Bhal's landholdings. We're not far off it."
A jolt of electricity shot through Jack.
"Wait, you mean he's going to attack us with an entire army?"
"What did you think was going to happen? You stole his castle core. Technically two."
"The other one belongs to the lich," Jack protested. 
"As far as Bhal's concerned, you stole two of his castle cores," she said.
Worry lines creased the spaces around her eyes. "I'm going to be honest with you. I don't think we can hold out. You're a hardy warrior, and we're far from defenseless, but an entire army, Jack."
She looked around at the sparse village surrounding them, at the dirt trail, and the crank well in the village square.
"We'll hold out," Jack said stubbornly.
Janice shook her head. "It's not going to work. We have to get out of here while we still can."
"And abandon Joyce?" Jack said.
"I'm sorry, but you saw what happened to my people. To Robert," Janice said, her voice catching at the mention of her late brother’s name. A fierce inner turmoil roiled in her eyes. "I wish there was something else we could do. But, it's just not in the cards. Not if we expect to survive."
"Fine, fine," Jack muttered. "We'll dig up Joyce's castle core and load her onto a cart."
"I'm afraid that's not possible," Joyce said.
"What do you mean not possible? We've done it once, we can do it again."
"I was unbound and unconnected when you brought me here for the first time. You've bound me to yourself and this plot of land. I can't just pick up and leave, unless you are defeated in battle. Even then, it won't be me. Merely, the next iteration of this core." A sad expression crossed her face. "I won't die, per se. But, I won't exist as I am now."
"Then we're not leaving. Simple as that," Jack said.
"You can stay. I won't force you to go with me. But, the lives of these people are my responsibility," Janice said. 
With that, she turned and strode off. Jack watched her go. "Should I chase after her?"
"She's right," Joyce said. "No one should die on my account. Jack, I implore you to go with her."
"No," Jack said. "I'm not going to let Lord Bhal terrorize everyone like this. It's not fair that these people should have to pick up and leave the only homes they've ever known to go wander around in the forest just because some bald old prick can't stand that he's not the center of attention."
"Life is rarely so simple," Joyce said.
"Sometimes it is," Jack said. "I'm staying put. I won't keep anyone who wants to leave, but I'm going to stick right here and that's final."
"I am gladdened to hear that. But, please don't stay on my account," Joyce said.
Ignoring her, Jack pressed the back of his hand to her cheek.  It pushed in a bare inch or so. "You're growing more solid."
"Leveling me has that effect," she said.
"Will you ever become more like a real person?" Jack said.
AI Note: Smooth.
"You mean," her voice quavered. "Will I take on the appearance of a woman?"
"Yes," Jack said.
"I think so. I'm not sure. Like I told you earlier, there are aspects of my memory that are hazy," she said.
"Then we'll figure it out together," Jack said. A thought popped into his head, and for a moment he allowed himself to hope. "How's the dragon egg?"
"No sooner to hatching," she said. "I know, I'm disappointed as well. A fully grown dragon could send Bhal running. Even a baby would be powerful enough to strike terror into the hearts of his levy."
"Well, another time then. There's still so much to do to get ready," he said. "I'm going to talk to the girls. See who's up to stand and fight."
Joyce watched Jack as he left her. She twirled a whisp of her hair. A hot something had sparked in her chest. What it was, she couldn't say. She sighed and dissipated, allowing herself to meld back into the castle walls. 
Across the village, Jack advanced on Janice. She was deep in discussion with a small group of women. Jack recognized Lauren, Christine, and Julie among their number.
As he approached he noticed more than a few women glanced anxiously from him to Janice. No one dared to speak.
"How's it going?" Jack said.
"I was just finishing up," Janice said. 
"And what's the final verdict?" Jack said.
"I'm staying with you," Lauren said. Defiance sparkled in her eyes. "I'll be buried before I abandon my village to some bald headed tyrant."
A few half-hearted cheers rose in support, though nobody seemed particularly enthusiastic at the prospect of fighting an entire army.
Jack couldn't blame them. 
"Janice gave you all the straight facts. If you stay, you will put your lives at risk. This is more than I have any right to ask," he said.
"You're damn right it's a lot to ask," a buxom woman in the back of the crowd shouted. 
Another chorus of agreement rose, this one a bit stronger than the last.
"But," the buxom lass continued. "I'm not staying because you asked. I'm staying because this is the only home I've ever known. I'm staying because old Bhal the wise and magnanimous might not be quite as wise or magnanimous as everyone makes him out to be. I'm staying because somebody needs to put that bald headed nancy boy back in his place."
This drew an even louder, though markedly more confused, chorus of support.
Jack pursed his lips. He locked eyes with Julie. The young woman was frozen in indecision. She tilted her head back and yelled: "For glory. For honor. To see the bastard Bhal's bald head on a stick!"
The other ladies took up the chant. Echoes of, "For glory! For honor! To see the bastard Bhal's bald head on a stick!" rang through the camp.
The edges of Janice’s mouth tugged downwards. Jack reached out and gripped her hand.
"You can still leave if you want to," he said.
She yanked her hand back, disgust writ large across her face. "And leave my people behind?"
"It's what you wanted," Jack said.
"For them, not for me," she said. "Gah! You're going to lead these people to their deaths."
Fury burned in her eyes. Before Jack could mount a defense, she'd already turned and strode away.
Jack made to follow her, when two gigantic pillowy tits pressed tight against his back.
"Don't," Lauren warned.
"I need to talk to her," Jack said.
He struggled across the slender arms that encircled his waist, but to no avail. There was something in the way she held him that dissuaded him from struggling.
"She needs to be alone. You did the right thing. She'll come around, trust me," Lauren said.
Her warm, breathy whispers piped into his ear, sending a shiver down his spine.
"I didn't want for this to happen," Jack said.
Lauren laid her head on his shoulder. "But, it did. And you didn't cause anything to happen. The girls wanted to do this."
"I really should talk to her."
'Later. Now we mount the defense."
Jack nodded weakly. There were a million and one things to do before the enemy army came knocking at his gate. As much as it pained him to admit, Christine could wait.
"Let's get this show on the road," he said.
***"It's tearing up the field," Christine said with dismay.
Jack squatted beside the town wall and watched the rampaging sow with a quiet intensity. It was bigger than any pig had a right to be. With tusks the size of his arms, and a bushy rat tail, it looked like a creature straight out of hell.
It was currently in the process of digging up a patch of freshly planted turnips.
"Hey boss, new trench has been dug. The girls are putting spikes in the bottom now. Holy mother of God," Alina said. A wolfish smile crossed her face. She twirled her spear in a lazy figure eight. "Want me to take care of it?"
"No." Jack stood up. Interlacing his fingers behind his back, he pressed both of his hands tight against his lumbar region. Regrets were already forming in his mind over what he was about to do.
"Oh no," Christine said quietly. 
"What?" Alina demanded. 
Her eyes widened as realization swept over her.
"No, you're not going to- really?"
Jack pressed his lips into a thin line and nodded. "We can't afford to let an opportunity like this go."
"We also can't afford to let you get hurt," Christine said.
"I'll be fine, thanks for your concern," Jack said.
Alina put her hand on Christine's shoulder. "Jack's a big boy. Let him do what he knows best."
Christine shook off Alina's hand. A black expression crossed her face, but she was otherwise silent.
Jack strode off across the field. Trepidation flowed through him as he came up on the oversized pig. It ignored Jack completely. 
Probably for the best, he thought. 
Images of his initial capture filled his mind. The barbarians on their oversized porcine mounts. Violence. Captivity. The horrors of the arena.
He shook his head and tried to clear his thoughts. A serene emptiness filled his mind. 
AI Note: How is this any different than normal?
Jack ignored the God's snark, recognizing it as a divine test of willpower. 
I will not let you down, oh divine spirit, Jack thought in a silent prayer.
For once, the God didn't respond with a biting remark or a long drawn out sigh. Jack was so thrown by the God's utter absence from his thoughts, that he almost didn't notice the new quest plastered across his mind's eye.
New Quest: Peacefully subdue the war hog. 
Strength: Enhanced
Speed: Enhanced
Agility: Enhanced
Sensor Tech: Enhanced
Vertical Leap: Enhanced
Jack felt his skin vibrate. A sudden feeling of intense power rushed through him. Crouching down like a frog, he launched himself into the air, and came plummeting back onto the war hog's back.
The pig's spiny ridge dug deeply into his crotch, crushing his crown jewels and bringing tears to his eyes. All the wind rushed from his lungs, and Jack felt like he was on the verge of passing out.
That feeling quickly subsided as the pig reared back on its hind legs and let out a terrifying squeal. Only Jack's enhanced speed and strength kept him from falling off the war pig's back. He reached out and clutched two big handfuls of fur in his hands. That was his only point of contact as the pig danced around on two legs, putting his torso at a 180 angle to the ground. Jack struggled to hold on. His stomach dropped into his feet. And then it was over. The pig slammed back against the ground, and Jack found himself draped across the pig's uncomfortably bony spine. The pig gave another wheezing squeal and charged towards the tree line. 
AI Note: Better do something, bud. Once you get in the forest, it's going to be tough going.
Jack groaned. Reaching down with one hand, he gently massaged his gonads.
I hate being called bud, he thought.
That thought, irrational as it was, served as a flash point. Jack peered up above the pig's head and grimaced. Sure enough, the forest with all its low hanging branches was fast approaching.
Grasping great handfuls of the fluffy, furry tufts that extended along the center of its back, he pulled himself slowly, but steadily up the length of the pig. 
As he neared its head, he was suddenly struck by the realization that he had exactly zero idea what the hell he was trying to do.
"Uhm, AI God, could you help me out here?"
AI Note: What?
Jack gulped. Not only were the trees coming fast towards him, but the God in his head sounded mighty pissed off.
"I was wondering if you could help me," Jack said.
AI Note: Do what?
"I apologize, oh great being, if something I said offended your delicate sensibilities," Jack said.
AI Note: Spit it out.
Jack sucked on his lip. He was not enjoying this exchange at all. He desperately wished he'd been born a more charming man. Then maybe his life wouldn't be so difficult and confusing.
"I must tame this pig, and fast," Jack said.
AI Note: What are you asking me for? I'm a computer- not a pig wrangler.
Jack didn't know what a computer was. 
The pig reared back on its hind legs and bucked Jack off its back. Jack went sailing through the air, and landed with a crash against the newly furrowed ground.
The powdery dirt broke his fall, though no metaphorical dirt existed to cushion his badly hurt ego.
Having rid itself of the meddlesome human, the pig stopped short of the forest. Displaying an almost preternatural calm, it turned and began munching on a patch of carrots. 
Jack pushed himself to his feet. Alina and Christine ran over.
"Are you hurt?" Alina said.
"Just my pride," Jack said.
He rubbed his tailbone and ruefully regarded the hog. 
"I told you he was trouble," Christine said.
"Thanks for the tip," Jack deadpanned.
"Don't blame yourself," Alina said. 
"Trust me, I'm not," Jack said. 
He was.
"War hogs are notorious for their inability to be tamed," Alina said. "However, there is a way." 
She pulled a coiled length of rope out of a burlap sack and proudly presented it to Jack. 
"What's this?" he said.
"It’s a rope. How hard did you hit your head anyways?" Alina said.
"Give me that." 
He played with the rope in his hands. 
"You don't know what to do, do you?" Christine said.
"It's a rope," Jack said.
She rolled her eyes. "Here, give me that."
She snatched the rope from Jack's hand. With practiced motions, she formed a loop at the end of the rope, and twirled it overhead. 
"Watch and see how it's done," Christine said.
She advanced across the field towards the pig. He didn't bother lifting his head from the loamy field as Christine came within striking distance: A fatal error.
"Your grubbing days are over, lil piggy," Christine said. 
Her eyes stretched wide. With a snap of her wrist, she launched the lasso at the pig's neck. It slid neatly over the war hog's head and fell loosely around its neck. With a triumphant grin, she yanked hard on the rope. It tightened into a noose.
He gave no sign of noticing.
"Yah! Come along piggy," Christine said.
She yanked heavily on the rope. The pig didn't move.
"Let me try," Jack said.
Christine shot him a hard look over her shoulder. "What? You think I’m some helpless little lady who can’t handle a big ‘ol piggy by herself?”
"Peace woman, the AI God has blessed me with enhanced strength and something called a sensor tech," Jack said.
The look of suspicion didn't leave Christine's face, but nonetheless she played out an extra length of rope which she handed over to Jack. He grabbed hold of it tight and together they pulled.
The pig jerked forward a few feet. He raised his head and let loose with a high pitched squeal.
"Guys, what's the end game here?" Alina said.
"What do you mean? We're capturing a piggy," Christine said.
"Yes, we shall soon possess his vast porcine expanse," Jack added.
"But, then what?" Alina said.
Christine shot her a withering look. "We just informed you. We shall possess the pig. It shall be ours and no one else’s."
Alina looked from the elephant sized pig to Christine and Jack. "Okay, but what are you going to do with a giant pig?"
Christine opened and closed her mouth, dumbfounded by the question. She had been so excited to rope a giant pig that she had never considered what she would do with said giant pig. 
As it turned out, while Christine's mid to long-term planning functions may have been lacking, the pig's weren't. The pig knew exactly what he wanted to do. 
Unfortunately for Christine and Jack what the pig wanted to do was violently yank his head back. Jack and Christine let out a little yell and then they were soaring high through the air, and far away from the hungry porker.
The war hog watched the two fly, a glimmer of contentment in his beady little eyes. Then he returned to foraging in the muck. 
Alina strode up beside the pig and laid her hand on his cheek. The pig's right ear twitched as she whispered a stream of sweet-sounding words to him. Alina topped it off by planting a light peck on the pig's cheek. She bent down and plucked a carrot from the mud. Holding it out in front of her, she waltzed back towards the town gate. 
The pig followed in a glazed eye trance. Alina danced backward on lightly hopping feet. A silent pied piper. As she reached the gate, a cry rose from the workers.
"What are you doing bringing a war pig into our town?" Lauren yelled.
Alina ignored her. A wood plank drawbridge spanned the dry moat. She hoped it would be thick enough to support the hog's weight.
She danced backward across it and paused on the other side. Her breath caught in her throat. From down in the trench, two dozen eyes stared up at the shadow passing overhead. 
The board bent and creaked.  Please don't break, please don't break, Alina thought.
"Ah! It's going to break!"
"I don't want to die."
"Momma, don't let the giant pig crush me!"
Alina did her best to ignore the panicked voices drifting up from the dry moat. Instead, she moved steadily back into the village. The drawbridge bent dangerously in the center, but held. Alina let out a whoosh of breath she didn't know she was holding as the war hog merrily pranced across the remaining distance and entered the village. 
Alina moved steadily backwards, moving towards her ultimate destination.
Frightened cries rose up from the huts surrounding the road, but Alina did her best to ignore them. She had places to go and people to see.
She was almost at her destination when Annabelle rushed out to her side. 
"What are you doing?" she said.
"I need your help," Alina said.
Annabelle scowled. "Who do you think you are, bringing a full grown war hog into our village?"
"I'm the woman with a plan," Alina said.
Annabelle didn't answer. 
"Look, I need a place to park this porker. Think we can use the mill house?" she said.
"Absolutely not!" Annaballe said. 
She crossed her arms between her four flopping tits.
"Pretty please with sugar on top?" Alina said.
"He'll ruin the machinery."
"Nah, he's a good boy. Look."
Alina tossed the carrot up. Like a fish leaping up from the water, the war hog lifted its snout and plucked the carrot out of the air.
It chewed it twice, swallowed, and dipped its head. Satisfaction spread across its features. Alina reached out and stroked its snout.
"Who's a good boy?" she said.
"That proves nothing," Annabelle said.
"You should be the last person to judge someone based on their appearance," Alina said.
"What's that supposed to mean?" 
Alina edged back, suddenly all too aware that she was entering dangerous territory. "Pleeeease?"
"No."
"Okay, you win,” Alina said.
Annabelle watched her in confusion. "What are you doing?" 
"Aren't you going to leave?"
"No."
"The next part of my plan doesn't work unless you leave."
"Well, I'm not leaving. What is your plan, anyway?"
"Have you ever heard that it's better to seek forgiveness than permission?"
"No, no, no."
Alina shot towards the mill house. Annabelle jumped after her. Alina spun around her in a fake out, easily eluding the clumsy yeti. A second later, the war hog roared past, sending Annabelle flying to the side.
Alina shot inside the mill house and made for the back corner where a pile of freshly milled grain rose in a tall pile. The war hog followed close after. Brushing its nose against the ground, it snorted up a healthy helping of the meal. 
Annabelle arrived at the door a microsecond later. Raising her arm until it was parallel to the ground, she shouted.
"Out!"
"My apologies madam, but what we have here is a fait accompli." 
Annabelle stomped her foot against the ground and growled in frustration.
"Manners, we have a guest," Alina said.
The war hog squealed contentedly as it hoovered up yet more grain. Annabelle stomped her foot and left. 
Alina stayed by the pig's side for some time, stroking his flank. Then she too left, and the war hog was left alone to feast in the darkness.
***"But why?" Jack said.
"How many times do I have to explain this?" Alina said.
"You can explain it until you're blue in the face. You're not keeping it," Annabelle said.
"Look, you haven't seen these guys in action. At some point during the siege, we're going to make a sortie, yes?" Alina said.
"So what? We can't control it," Christine said.
"But that's the beauty of it all. This is a feral war hog. She's completely wild. No one's controlling her. Sure, I got her to walk into a warm, cozy barn filled with food. But, you in the midst of battle with yelling and fighting, she's going to go wild," Alina said.
Jack stroked his chin. "Lauren, what did Omius say again?"
"According to his scrying glass, the main enemy force is no more than a two day march away," she said.
"Can we afford two days worth of fodder?" he asked Alina.
Annabelle stood up from the table. "I can't believe you're even entertaining this crazy idea."
"We have more than enough food. War hogs tend to gorge themselves. I'd wager she's not going to eat again for at least another three days. Hear that Anna, she's already eaten all she's going to eat, at least until after the battle. Might as well get our money's worth."
A dark expression crossed Annabelle’s face. She sat back down, and turned her body pointedly away from Alina.
"What about the dwarves?" she said.
"Hasan arrived yesterday on a trading mission. He has graciously agreed to help with the fortifications," he said, thankful to be off the war hog subject.
Annabelle frowned. "That's awfully generous of him."
"Yeah, that doesn't sound like him at all," Julie spoke up. 
She glanced down, blushing furiously as all eyes turned to her.
Jack looked away. A dubious note entered his voice. "I am paying him handsomely for his aid. And he was quite emphatic that he would not fight on the front lines."
"Still, something doesn't sit right with me," Annabelle said.
"What? The man is providing a service for a large sum of money. In what way is that out of character for him," Christine said sharply.
"Well, is he leaving after the fighting starts?" Lauren said.
Jack cocked his head. "You know, now that you say it, I don't think he mentioned whether he'd stay or leave."
"Regardless, we have more important things to worry about than some dwarf," Christine said. "The trench is almost completed. Speaking of which, Jack, I want you to talk to Joyce once it's all done. Fortifications should provide a point boost. It probably won't be enough to enhance our walls, but you might be able to pick up something helpful."
"I don't know, I'd rather save up my points until I hit fifty. That wall expansion could really come in handy," he said.
"We won't get the chance to use our walls if we're all dead," Alina said.
She stood up from her seat in the corner and padded towards the table. 
"Point taken," Jack said.
"Has anyone spoken to the lich lately?" Alina said.
"No, should we have? He's not on Bhal's side anymore," Jack said.
"Which means he could be a powerful ally. It's worth sending a party out to his castle. Who knows, maybe he can scare up another zombie mob. But this time they'll fight for us, and not against us," she said.
Jack looked out the window. It was not yet midday. "If we're to leave, we should leave now."
"I'll come with you," Lauren said.
"And I," Alina said.
"Me too," Annabelle said.
"I'll hold down the fort," Christine said.
Jack nodded. "Unless anyone else has something to say."
"I'm coming too!" Julie said.
Jack met her eyes. She held his gaze. Jack nodded.
"Very well. Let's be off then."
***Geralt slapped the crescent blade against his boot. 
“You’re certain he’s here?” he said.
The raven cawed affirmatively. Geralt grunted as he tossed the bird a chunk of bread. The raven's head snapped up. It caught the bread in an expert maneuver and greedily tore it apart as Geralt smoothed out the left arm of his satin coat. 
It was a gift from his mother, and Geralt knew she'd be furious if he let anything come to it.
He started down the hill, but didn't get far before a noisome squelch stopped him dead in his tracks. Lifting his boot, he examined the sole with a growing fury. He turned to the bird who was hopping happily along the grass, plucking up forgotten bits of bread crumbs from the hillside.
"You said nothing of cow turds," he hissed.
The raven didn't deign to lift its sleek black head. It cawed once loudly, then resumed pecking at invisible specks of bread.
Geralt swore as he carefully wiped the patent leather boot along the thick grass. Once, twice, thrice- it took thirty three separate strokes across several planes of motion before he felt confident that not a speck of cow turd remained attached to his boots. 
"Can't be too careful," he said. 
The bird heard him, but did not answer.  Geralt pretended that he didn't care about the bird's approval as he continued his journey towards the squat tower. 
A lock of fine silver hair drifted in front of his eye. Reaching up with one finger, he carefully flicked it out of the way. 
Not a hair out of place. Mother would be proud.
From the second story window, a smokey grey figure watched the advancing assassin with growing dread. Winking out of existence, the castle core appeared by the lich.
"Sir, a stranger approaches," he said.
"Probably a traveling peddler," the lich said.
He tilted the dull copper watering can and sprayed a wilting venus fly trap. As the first drops hit the soil, the fly trap stretched back and opened its mouth wide revealing a sea of sickly pink.
The castle core stiffened. It did not care for the carnivorous portion of the lich's house plant collection. Not since the bell jar plant had succeeded in trapping his favorite mouse family in a vat of slowly dissolving acid. The lich had washed his crushed sleeping aid herbs down that night with a quart of vodka, as he did most nights, and consequently, the castle core could do little but look on and watch, bound as he was to follow the lich’s directive not to interfere with his indoor garden. 
Three heavy thuds sounded from the door. 
The lich cocked his head. 
"Yes?" he said.
Silence. The castle core's toes curled up and up. They didn't really stop, seeing as the core was made of smoke and not flesh.
"Traveling peddler," a false falsetto answered unconvincingly.
"Are you a woman?" the lich said.
"Uhmm, yes."
"With a large bust."
"Most men find it rather sizeable."
"Well, that's strange, because my companion informed me that you were a man with a sword."
The door swung open with a start. On the other side of the now open doorway stood a man. He stood one legged, his other leg extended straight out so the sole of his boot was facing the lich and his castle core companion. 
The lich's face twisted into a grimace. "Did you step in cow shit?"
"Oh no," Geralt grumbled. 
Grabbing hold of his ankle, he twisted his foot around and carefully examined the bottom. 
"Mother is going to be furious. I shall have to fetch my tweezers at once." He looked up and made eye contact with the lich. "Do be a dear, and don't leave. Will you?"
"You. Got. Shit. All. Over. My. Front. Door." The lich was positively apoplectic. Making matters worse, Geralt appeared in no way apologetic. 
The castle core edged towards the corner of the room. Far away from the lich, and even farther away from his collection of carnivorous plants.
Geralt held up a hand with one finger raised. "Just a minute, luv."
The lich raised a hand and shot a ball of blue fire straight at Geralt's chest. Quick as a flash, he raised his curved blade in front of his body. The fireball deflected off its silvery expanse and shot smack dab into one of the cross beams over the fireplace, leaving a darkened singed mark in its place. 
"Are you insane in the membrane!" the castle core shouted. "You're going to burn the whole place down. What kind of mother raises a pyromaniac?"
Geralt's lips drew into a thin line. "What did you say about my mother?"
"He called her a sow. A dirty, disgusting, whorish hog," the lich said.
A fierce energy enveloped his body in a bright blue halo. Any normal human would've shielded his eyes against the unholy light. Geralt remained stolidly unimpressed, though a manic fury was mounting beneath his perfectly coiffed hair.
"No one talks about mother that way," he said.
He leapt across the room. Sweeping out with his blade to one side, he brought it around in a tight sweep. The lich summoned a wall of crackling blue lightning with a contemptuous flick of his wrist.
The sword penetrated straight through the barrier and connected solidly with the lich's forearm. Shock expanded in a shockwave across the lich's features as the bottom half of his arm fell bloodlessly to the floor.
"How?" he said. 
Geralt plucked a long knife with a moonbeam blade from his belt and stabbed it deep into the lich's stomach. The lich crumpled to the ground. His eyes glazed over.
"But how?" he stuttered.
"You already said that you old shit," Geralt said.
Lifting back his foot, he directed a kick at the side of the lich's face. It connected with a heavy thwack, sending his head shooting violently to the side. 
The lich let out a dull groan. Across the room, the castle core wrung its hands. 
What a terrible turn this day was taking, she thought. 
Her eyes alit on the venus fly trap. It pushed ever further out from its pot. Its mouth opened wide, revealing twin bristling forests. It snapped forward.
Geralt's crescent moon blade slid smoothly through the plant's stalk. Like an autumn leaf, it drifted to the floor to join its dying master.
The lich twisted his face up at the assassin. Spit bubbled around his lips. "I will. Return. You will. Face me again."
Geralt squatted by the lich's side. With a wicked grin, he grabbed hold of the knife handle sticking out from his stomach. He twisted the blade inside the lich. Pushed up, down, and to the side, tearing through a succession of dusty internal organs.
"No," he whispered. "I don't think you’ll be coming back from this."
He yanked the knife free and held it between them. Not a drop of blood coated its slender surface. 
"You see, this blade is a special thing. It doesn't come from this planet, not from the stars above. No, not even from this plane of existence. In all the wide world only one exists. And would you like to know what it can do? That which it tears ceases to be. Completely. That includes so-called immortals."
The lich's stare was glassy, his breathing labored. Geralt didn't have much time if he wanted to do this properly. Grabbing hold of the lich's head with one hand, he positioned the knife blade at the base of his neck. Then he began to saw. The flesh yielded easily to the blade and it didn't take long to reach the neck. The first vertebrae popped, and though Geralt could sense the life was leaving the lich, it wasn't leaving fast enough. 
Just a few more few more seconds and I'll be rid of this devil for good, he thought. 
A raucous caw filled his ears. Geralt lost his balance and fell back on his heels. His eyes opened wide in surprise. 
The raven struggled mightily in the mouth of a venus fly trap set back against the far wall. It flapped its wings in a valiant effort to free itself, but to no avail. The fly trap snapped down greedily against the bird, before rearing back and swallowing the hapless avian whole.
The raven disappeared down the fly trap's stalk where it traveled approximately one third of the way down, before becoming completely and irreparably stuck. 
Geralt rubbed his forehead. What a mess things were turning out to be. 
When the mission was over, he was going to renegotiate his retainer with Bhal. If the dark lord intended to continue sending him on missions like this, he better pay up. As Geralt's mother was fond of saying: expect premium service, pay premium prices.
Geralt’s mother was fond of saying quite a few many things, and she expected Geralt to memorize all of them. Even now with dear old mother long dead and buried, her words of wisdom rang constant in his ears.
He stood up and made his way to the nearly decapacitated lich. Leaning down, he put two fingers to his chin and swore. 
"You didn't get him in time," the castle core said.
Geralt straightened and fixed her with a death glare. 
"I got to him soon enough. He's dead, and by the law of exchange, you belong to me," Geralt said. 
The castle core bristled. A vast, static hum rippled across her skin. She sighed, and knelt on one knee, genuflecting before her new master.
"Yes sir," she said through gritted teeth.
"You don't seem very enthusiastic," Geralt said.
"I'm not."
"I was under the impression you had to be."
The castle core consulted her internal rule book. "Nope, nothing in there about enthusiasm. Servitude, sure. You got servitude out the wazoo. Enthusiasm you have to pay extra for, metaphorically speaking." 
She added the last part hastily as Geralt dug around in his pockets.
"Oh," Geralt said.
He brought his hands out limply by his side, a look of defeat on his face. "I don't suppose you want to be my friend."
"No."
The raven's muffled squawks rang out from the wilting houseplant. The lich hadn't gotten around to watering that venus fly trap before Geralt had walked in the door and it was in dire need of a sprinkle. 
The castle core jerked her head towards the plant. "I don't suppose you could water that one for me? I would do it myself, but I'm made out of smoke."
The castle core raised two smokey hands as evidence of her infirmity, though anyone with the least bit of castle core knowledge would know that she was faking. 
Fortunately for this castle core, Geralt didn't know fuck about shit, as his mother was fond of saying after she'd had a bottle of wine or two. 
Geralt had memorized that expression along with a litany of others he was fairly certain his dear old mother didn't want repeated. 
He crossed the chamber and stopped beside the front door. Reaching into his pocket, he withdrew a handkerchief. Leaning over, he carefully rubbed away the faint cow turd marking. After thirty three careful wipes across several spatial planes, he closed the door, crossed the room, and watered the plant. 
All the while ignoring the increasingly faint plaintive cries of the raven. 
When he finished he sat down in the lich's favorite easy chair and stared into the fire. 
"I don't suppose you're expecting house guests anytime soon?" he asked. 
"No," the castle core said.
Geralt withdrew an ornately designed compact from the interior pocket of his coat. He opened it and examined his face from several different angles. Satisfied that the murder had done nothing to alter his youthful allure, he mumbled a quick spell and the compact's mirrored surface shimmered and rippled. 
A man and several female companions strode along a narrow road. In the distance was a squat black tower. 
"Hey, I can see my house from here," Geralt chuckled.
The castle core didn't like Geralt enough to fake laugh. Instead, she sat on the ground in a corner and quietly missed the lich, a figure for whom she'd borne little affection until his untimely death. 
Had the castle core possessed more self-awareness, she might wonder why it took a violent murder to bring her closer to her erstwhile undead master. She might wonder if they'd ever really had a relationship worth grieving over in the first place. 
But, the castle core was a shallow creature with shallow ideas about shallow people and so she sat in her corner and displayed a stunning lack of social grace toward her new master as she pined over the dead necromancer who was slowly dissolving into a cloud of ashes on the kitchen floor.
Meanwhile, Geralt crossed one leg over the other, smoothed the already tight fabric of his pants, and waited. 
The hard part was over. The fun part was just about to begin.
***"This is it?" Annabelle said. 
"Affirmative," Jack said.
"And this lich, he's a friend of yours?" she said.
"Something like that," Jack said.
Annabelle clapped her hands together. "Oh goody, I love friends."
Jack sucked on his upper front teeth. Her enthusiasm was infectious, and he didn't want to disenchant her. At the same time, his failure to alert Annabelle as to the lich's propensity for reanimating rotting corpses felt like a sizable lie of omission. 
Annabelle raced ahead of him and through the meadow. Jack surveyed the land. In the short time since their last visit, the lich had cleared a few fields. Minute green stalks shot up from the damp dirt.
Annabelle reached the door first, and the others shortly after.
"Aren't you going to knock?" Alina said.
Annabelle wrinkled her noise. "My olfactory senses detect faint traces of fecal matter."
"In English please," Lauren said.
"There's shit on the door," Jack said.
"Gross," Alina said. "I didn't know lichs could shit." 
"You learn something new every day," Lauren said. She turned and winked at Jack. "Watch this."
She extended her leg in a front kick. The sole of her foot collided against the door with a crack, sending it tumbling off its hinges. Lauren raised her arms in celebration and fell over backwards into a patch of young bean sprouts.
"That's bizarre," Alina said. 
"Lich's gonna be pissed," Lauren said. 
She pushed herself up from the dirt, not at all concerned about the destruction which she'd wrought. 
"The castle core will fix it," Jack said. He added in a small voice: "Probably."
Seeing no reason why he should continue his conversation on the castle's threshold, he entered into the front room. Although he and the lich were not friends per se, they were certainly friendly. Better than acquaintances, at least, and Jack felt justified in entering the necromancer's home without verbal confirmation. 
"Hey, anyone home? Oh, shoot." 
The front room was in violent disarray. Jack’s eyes trailed over to where Geralt sat, rubbing the edge of his sword against his boot's leather sides. 
"Excuse me sir, but are you friends with the lich? He's not expecting us, I'm afraid," Jack said.
"You must be the lich's boyfriend! I've always wanted a gay best friend," Lauren said. 
Alina glared at her. "Homosexual men are not fashion accessories for straight women to parade around."
"I didn't mean it like that," Lauren said.
“I am not a homosexual,” Geralt said.
He self-consciously ran a hand through his impeccably coiffed hair, each strand of which ran moonbeam silver, sleek and shining. 
"Are you sure about that? No offense," Annabelle said. Panic crossed her face and she hastily added: "Not that there's anything to be offended by.”
Lauren extended her pinky towards Geralt and wagged it enticingly. "Besties?"
"Get that finger out of my face," he growled.
Lauren’s mouth turned down in a pout. "That's not very friendly of you.”
"Bestie status: revoked," Annabelle said.
"We were never besties," Geralt said.
"Not with that attitude we’re not," Lauren said.
"Who are you anyway? And what are you doing in the lich's house? And why is there a bird sized bulge in that venus fly trap's stalk?" Jack asked.
"Don't ask questions you don't want answered," Geralt said.
Annabelle chortled. The laughter caused her four tits to shake in an interesting pattern. "Is that supposed to be intimidating? Don't ask questions you don't want answered."
She repeated Geralt's threat in a rough, mocking tone.
"I don't sound like that!" Geralt said.
"I don't sound like that," Lauren said, pitching her voice high. She chuckled and clapped Geralt on the shoulder. "Sorry, I don't want to come across as homophobic or anything."
"I'm not gay!" Geralt shrieked. 
He swatted Lauren's hand away. A smoldering expression burned in his eyes. 
"Not that there's anything wrong with that," he added.
"No, of course not," Jack said. 
He waited what he felt was an appropriate amount of time, before reiterating his earlier question. 
"Why are you in the lich's castle?" he said.
New Quest: Defeat Lord Bhal's assassin, and take control of the castle core.
AI Note: Watch out for Geralt's moonbeam dagger.
Jack raised a finger toward Geralt. "Hold on for a sec, I got a message incoming."
Lauren shot Geralt an apologetic glance. "A God lives inside of his head, a minor inconvenience at the best of times. But," a wolfish smile spread across her face as she reached for Jack's crotch. "He makes up for it in other ways."
Jack absentmindedly grabbed hold of her hand and rubbed it against the front of his pants. Geralt began to feel very uncomfortable.
"Is anyone here named Geralt?" Jack said.
Geralt raised his hand.
"Okay, cool. The God in my head told me to watch out for something called a moonbeam dagger. I'll be honest with you, I have no idea what that means."
Lauren's tongue danced across her lower lip as Jack's manhood responded to her ministrations. "Baby, let him watch. Please? He's my bestie."
Twin pink spots sprouted across Geralt's cheeks. "I don't want to watch you fuck your boyfriend."
"I get it," Alina said. "You want in on the action. I'm sorry mister, but you're going to have to get in line."
"I'm not gay!" Geralt said.
Alina shrugged. "Bi? Whatever. You don't want to put labels on it. That's cool. Look, I'm not saying you can't watch. I'm just saying Jack's a hot commodity, so don't expect any hanky-panky, if that's what you're looking for."
"It's probably why he broke into the lich's house," Annabelle said.
"He what?" Jack said.
He gently pushed Lauren's hand away from his swelling crotch. 
"I mean, look at the state of this place. There are signs of a struggle everywhere. Plus, he has a sword," Annabelle said.
"I assumed the sword was related to his phallic fascination. But now you're telling me that he broke in to meet Jack? Crazy," Lauren said.
A smokey black figure appeared in the corner of the room. 
"He broke in and killed the old master," the castle core said.
"Shut up," Geralt snarled.
"Yes master." The castle core dissipated.
"Why did he call you master?" Jack said.
A look of confusion crossed Alina's face. "Yeah, the only way a castle core could transfer from the lich to you is if you killed the-- oh."
Geralt swung his blade up in a vicious arc. Alina stumbled back. Her hand dropped to her waist. A delirious smile stretched across her face as she drew her short sword and swung it up to meet Geralt's crescent blade.
They collided in a cloud of sparks. The two blades danced through the air in a cyclone of steel.
AI Note: What are you doing, man? Get in there.
Speed: Enhanced
Strength: Enhanced
Sensor Tech: Enhanced
Agility: Enhanced
A vibrant energy flowed through Jack's body. He twisted his ring and leapt into the fray, and not a second too late. Geralt's blade slid down to the base of Alina's sword. With a masterful flick of his wrist, he sent her weapon flying through the air. 
Geralt pulled his weapon back for a biting blow. His blade shot out in a vicious arc, but hit only empty air. Alina pulled up from her roll. Reaching to her belt, she yanked out two daggers. 
Geralt snarled. He started after her, but didn't make it far, before he was forced to retreat under Jack's hail fire blows. The blades became invisible, little more than steely blurs as Jack slowly but surely pressed him backwards.
A stone soared through the air and collided heavily against Geralt's perfectly coiffed hair. His eyes went blank, and he tottered onto his back.
Jack took advantage of the opening. He leapt onto the downed assassin's chest. The edge of his sword came flush with Geralt's neck.
Reason returned to Geralt. He scowled. "Look what you've done to my shirt. Oh mother would have a fit, bless her soul."
"What happened to the lich?" Jack said.
"Oh, are we still on this? What do you think happened? I killed him," Geralt said.
Jack pursed his lips. He already knew the answer to the next question he was about to ask, but he had to ask. He had to be sure.
"Do you work for Lord Bhal?" he said.
Geralt spat out a thimbleful of blood. His chest shook under Jack. With a start, he realized the assassin was laughing. 
"What do you think?" he said. "Now are you going to resume our duel like gentlemen, or will you kill me like a scoundrel."
AI note: I vote to just kill the bastard.
Jack had to agree. He pressed the edge of his sword deeper into Geralt's neck, and pain exploded across his right side.
"Look out!" Lauren yelled.
Too late, Jack thought. 
He sagged off Geralt's chest, and slumped onto the floor. Geralt picked himself up. He straightened out his sleeves, before sparing Jack a derisive glance. 
"Hesitation is a real killer," he said.
Another brown ball shot through the air. Geralt easily parried the stone with his dagger. It deflected and landed harmlessly against the wall. 
Annabelle retreated to the doorway where she had a small pile of stones stockpiled. Lauren advanced from the right side with her blade drawn, while Alina came in from the left. 
"Drop your weapon," Alina said. 
Her voice was ragged, desperate, and angry. Geralt formed his lips into a tube and huffed a small puff of air to blow away a strand of errant hair that'd drifted across his lips. 
He leaned down and picked up his sword. 
"Hand over Jack," Lauren said.
"Come and take him." 
There was no planning, no strategy to their assault. It was pure desperation, and harried violence. Geralt moved with the precision of a master swordsman. The air cried out in agony with each steely clash.
Annabelle was panic stricken. The two women were too close. She couldn't risk stone throwing without hitting one or both. 
Waves of joy spread across Geralt. He knew ecstasy and he knew pleasure. A great power flowed through him. For Geralt, there was no greater peace than the thick of battle. 
He ducked beneath Lauren's swinging blade. Popping up, he drove his knee into her stomach, causing her to double over. He spun around and shot out with his foot, making contact with Alina's shoulder. 
He sent her into an off balanced tizzy. His sword criss-crossed across her thigh, opening up shallow wounds. 
Mother wouldn't approve. 
He pushed the intrusive thought down deep into his psyche. 
Mother isn't here anymore. Mother doesn't get to decide what I do with my life. 
A stone whizzed towards his head. With contemptuous ease, he raised his dagger. The rock ricocheted off the moonbeam surface and shot back straight at Annabelle's forehead. It collided with a solid thwunk, knocking her off her feet. 
Geralt stood still, his chest heaving as he took in his downed enemies. Lauren tried to push herself up onto her feet, and immediately collapsed into herself. Leaning to the side, she spat out a thin stream of drool. 
Geralt ran his tongue over his upper lip. Yes, he would have to get Bhal to increase his retainer fee after all this. 
He crouched beside Jack and laid his moonbeam dagger flush against his neck.
"My oh my, how the turntables have turned," he muttered. 
Jack clapped one hand against the wound in his side. Pale and shaking, he tried to reach for the dagger he kept belted to his side. 
Geralt chuckled. "I'm afraid the time for that has passed my friend."
A muffled shriek sounded from across the room. "What was that?"
"Your mom," Jack said.
Rage flared in Geralt's eyes. "You keep my mother out of this!"
The shriek returned, louder this time. Geralt felt torn between the desire to rip off the interloper's head, and the very real possibility that a mortal threat was creeping up on him from behind. It was in that moment of indecision that a terrible tearing sound filled the room. It was followed shortly thereafter by a triumphant caw-caw-caw.
Geralt whipped around and caught a face full of feathers.
"What the---," he sputtered as the raven beat frantically against his face. 
Jack did not spend long on the sheer unlikelihood of being saved twice from certain death by the appearance of a raven that by all rights should’ve been long since reduced to stomach acid soup. Mustering up all the strength left in his body, he pulled his dagger from his waistband and stabbed Geralt in the gut.
"Mother.” Geralt stiffened and slumped to the floor with a squeak.
Jack collapsed. His breathing came hard and fast. Alina appeared by his side. A golden nimbus surrounded her silver mane.
The pain was fading from Jack's body, replaced by a spreading numbness. Jack would've been scared, if he didn't feel so warm and dull. His mind slowed. Lauren crouched by his side. She squeezed his hand.
"You're going to be okay," she said.
Jack's eyes watered. He blinked back the excess moisture, and wondered why he felt cold when outside it was so bright and sunny.
A woman made of black smoke edged into his field of vision. 
"Hey there new owner, I'm your castle core."
"That's great. That's really- just fantastic, you know," Jack said.
A coughing fit seized his chest. He lifted his head forward and hacked up spurts of blood across his chest.
"Killing Geralt gave you ten points to start, okay? I can give you a healing salve for eight points. All you have to do is ask," he said.
Jack closed his eyes and nodded his head. "Do it."
The castle core waved his hand and a clay jar appeared on the floor beside his leg. A fluffy white towel peeked out over the edge.
"There's only enough in there for one use," he warned. 
"Got it," Alina said. 
She yanked up Jack's tunic, exposing the wound. Blood spilled out in a sluggish stream. Alina wrinkled her nose. It was deep, it was bad, and worst of all it showed no sign of clotting.
How is he not dead? She thought.
She reached over and plucked the towel out from the top of the bucket and with frantic, sweeping motions she began to wash his wounds. 
Jack moaned, and writhed on the floor. Alina looked up, all business.
"Hold him still."
Lauren grabbed hold of his shoulder and steadied him. 
Jack moaned. Blood foamed around his lips. Panic shot through Lauren.
"Fix him already."
Alina ignored her. All of her attention was focused on the gaping hole in Jack's side. The first wipe had taken care of the blood. Hope sprang in her chest as the blood clotted and slowed. Pale flesh crept forth to cover the hole. 
Alina bit down on her lower lip. "Come on, come on."
Jack's eyes sprang open with a sudden intensity. He opened his mouth and yelled at the top of his lungs. 
Alina fell back onto her heels. 
"Don't stop," the castle core said sharply.
Lauren looked up from Jack's side, rage and worry mingled across her features. "He's in pain."
"That's a good thing. Movement is good. Yelling is good. Hell, let him scream his lungs out. What we don't want to see is him shutting down. Now get to work," the castle core said.
Lauren forced herself back onto her knees and planted the rag against Jack's side. A new layer of skin covered the hole with a thin, pink plate. It looked sensitive to the touch. Alina continued to stroke his side. The skin grew firmer and whiter. 
"You can stop now," the castle core said in a softer voice.
Jack looked up and flashed a pained smile. "Hey there."
Alina reached down and pressed herself over him, cradling his head in her arms. 
"You're safe," she said.
"It still hurts," he said.
The castle core frowned. "The pain should be gone. I don't know what to say, other than give yourself some time to rest."
Alina pulled herself off Jack. He grimaced, and forced himself into a sitting position. "I'm afraid we can't do that. There's an enemy army on the march, and they'll be at our doorsteps in less than a day.” He looked out the broken front door at the sun which had dropped low in the sky. 
"We need to get on the road."
"You're just going to leave me behind?" the castle core said.
"No," Jack said. He squeezed his eyes tight shut, and stifled a groan. "We're taking you with us."
***Getting the castle core out was easier said than done. Unlike Jack's castle back in his home village, this core was stored up in the attic just beneath the roof. It occupied a separate chamber only accessible by a pull down ladder. 
"Careful," the castle core said. "There's a booby trap near the top."
"What's the worst that can happen?" Annabelle said.
"You mean, aside from getting skewered through with spikes?" the castle core said.
"Yeah, aside from that," Alina said.
"There's also the poison gas," the castle core said.
"Why don't you just deactivate the traps?" Lauren said.
The castle core shrugged. "You know, now that you mention it, that would probably be easiest. Jack?"
"What?" he said.
"I need your go ahead."
"Why me? Can't Alina do it?" Jack said.
The castle core sighed. "Unfortunately, Alina did not kill my last master. The order has to come from you."
"Fine," Jack said. He waved his hand in an annoyed gesture. "No traps. Please."
A smug smile crossed the castle core's face. "Done. Now, do be careful. I'm fragile."
Alina grunted. Taking hold of the ladder, she started up. She stopped as she reached the top.
"Everything okay up there?" Jack said. 
"It's musty and it smells bad. Oh, and there are cobwebs everywhere," Alina said. 
"Do you see the core?" Lauren said.
"It's the only thing I see," Alina said. "What I don't see is how I'm getting it down from here."
"I have an idea," Annabelle said. 
Jack looked up in surprise. She'd barely said a word since Jack's recovery. Her usual good cheer had disappeared, replaced by a solemn far off stare. Now a measure of her old confidence seemed to have reasserted itself. 
Alina poked her head down. Hope sparkled in her eyes. 
"What is it?" she said.
Annabelle reached into her bag and pulled out a spool of rope. 
"Look who came around on the lasso," Lauren said.
Annabelle turned and glared at her. "That pig is not staying in my mill. He goes as soon as we come back."
"She." Lauren sniffed. "And one thing at a time."
Annabelle made a wordless sound as she looped the rope into a passable lasso, and passed it up to Alina. She disappeared into the attic.
"You guys, I really am very fragile," the castle core said.
"Quit your bitching," Lauren said.
"I won't let anything happen to you," Jack said. He winced as another jolt of pain lanced through him.
"Not healed yet," the castle core said. 
Beads of cold sweat sprang across his brow. He wiped them away with the back of his hand. "Guess not. Cut must've been deeper than I thought."
"I don't know. The healing salve has never failed before," the castle core said. 
The rope fell from the attic and landed on the hallway floor. Annabelle and Lauren made to grab hold of it. Jack made a move, but was stopped when Lauren planted a hand on his chest and gave him a gentle push back. 
"Let the ladies handle this one," she said.
She flashed him an apologetic smile. 
AI Note: Not a bad idea. 
Internally raging, he bit down on his lower lip and stepped to the side. The God had not been wrong yet. 
Together the two heaved on the rope. A rough scraping sounded from the aperture, and then a boulder sized crystal came tumbling out from the ceiling. It landed on the floor and bounced up six inches. The castle core gave a little shriek, but the crystal appeared unharmed as it settled onto the floor.
A gleeful face appeared out from the dark attic opening. "Guess you aren't so fragile after all."
The castle core huffed, and turned away. Jack rubbed his forehead. 
"Let's get this bad boy outside," he said.
***The journey down the stairs was an odyssey deserving of its own epic. The sun had fallen below the lip of the horizon when Alina, Annabelle, and Lauren finally heaved the castle core onto the bed of the wagon. 
Jack went to help them close the back, and doubled up in pain. In a flash, Lauren was by his side. She exuded none of her usual flirtatious energy as she helped him lay down on the grass. 
She looked up accusingly at the castle core, "He's still injured."
"That's not right." She held up a finger and disappeared. She reappeared a moment later with Geralt's dagger clutched in her hand. 
"Let me see that," Alina said.
She snatched it out of the castle core's wispy hands and rolled it around in her fingers. 
"I've never seen the like," she said.
"You think it's magic?" Lauren said.
"Only a powerful spell could interfere with the healing balm to this degree," the castle core said. 
"Well fix him!" Annabelle said.            
"It's not that simple," the castle core said. "He requires more power than I have to give."
Alina licked her lips. Indecision colored her features. Like a portcullis snapping across soft ground, her face changed as she came to a decision. "We'll take him back to the village. Maybe Omius can help. Or Joyce."
"Joyce?" the castle core said hopefully.
"You know her?" Alina said.
"That's a pernicious stereotype," the castle core said sharply. "But yeah, we go way back."
Despite his best efforts to the contrary, Jack moaned. 
"Come on guys, help me get him up," Alina said. 
Jack shook his head weakly. "I don't need to ride in the carriage. I can walk."
"Nonsense," Alina said. 
She knelt down and pressed the back of her hand to Jack's forehead. Her lips pursed.
"He's burning up with fever," she said. She turned to the other girls. "Come on."
Together, they helped heave Jack onto the back of the wagon. With a final backwards glance at the squat tower, they started off to their village.
They didn't make it far before the roar of a thousand falling stones rose up from behind them. Jack mustered up his remaining strength and poked his head over the side of the wagon. 
The tower had collapsed. It was little more than a cairn of dead stones. A fitting tomb for Geralt, Jack thought. 
"Don't exert yourself," Lauren scolded. 
She gently guided Jack back down onto the bed of the wagon. He wiggled until he was cuddled up tight against the crystal. Its warmth spread out and comforted him. 
"You're taking me to meld with my sister," the castle core whispered. 
"Meld?" Jack said.       
"Combine. Return to the unity."
"You can do that?"
Soft amusement drifted into his brain. Jack felt a twinge of annoyance. When had his mind become a free for all. 
"If I am to combine with your castle core, we shall be mentally interfacing quite frequently. Best that you get used to it now," the castle core's voice whispered across his brain.
Jack groaned. 
AI Note: Corruption growth checked at 34%.
What does that mean? 
AI Note: It means see a doctor. 
The AI's usual snarky tone had disappeared. Jack gulped. For the first time, he detected a hint of worry in the AI’s voice.
What is it? 
AI Note; I don't know. My database contains no information about this corruption. 
Database? 
You two are naive to the ways of magical corruption. The castle core's voice spread across his mind like a calming balm. The assassin's blade is enchanted, a tool of dark sorcery. I'm afraid I'm too weak to counter it. I'm ashamed to say it, but I'm having a hard time identifying exactly what it is. 
There is a sorcerer in our village. His name is Omius, will he be able to help? Jack thought.
Perhaps, the castle core said.
AI Note: I don't want to die. 
Jack was surprised to hear the God express such vulnerability.
Is it even possible for a God to die, he thought. 
The pain spread and with it a lightheadedness. The sun colored the sky in deep violets and fantastic cerulean blues. A faint electricity seemed to pulse at the horizon's edge. Jack watched this and felt a magnificent something rise in his chest. 
He did not want to die. Not when he lived in a world imbued with such beauty. He wanted to live forever, to look always on that reaching sunset, and bathe in its gentle light. 
The wagon hit a pothole and Jack's head ricocheted into the back of the crystal. Grimacing, he stretched his arm back and massaged the back of his skull. 
What was I just thinking of? Jack thought. 
The trees had closed in, breaking off the sunlight. The evening air was warm and dead. A great tidal wave of tiredness washed over him.
Jack fell asleep.
***"Should we wake him?" Alina said.
"Why? There's not much we can do now. Might as well let him rest until morning," Lauren said.
"What do you mean, not much we can do now?" Annabelle said. "Once morning comes the enemy will be able to see us. There's no way we're getting through the gate then. If we're going to move, we have to do it now."
Jack propped himself up on his elbow and looked over the side of the wagon. The trio sat around a small campfire. They were in a clearing.
Through sheer force of will, he sat up and leaned over the side of the wagon.
"Hey guys," he said.
Three pairs of surprised eyes shot over to him. Alina frowned. "You should be resting."
Jack clutched his side. Ignoring the cold beads of sweat that were already swelling along his armpits, he forced a smile.
"I'm fine. Fine enough at least. Now what's this I'm hearing about waiting until sunrise?"
Lauren stood up and swiftly closed the distance between them. Putting her foot on the wagon wheel, she hoisted herself up and sat beside Jack. Taking his body in her arms, she laid him out alongside her. Jack let his head rest on her warm bosom.
He closed his eyes and focused on breathing.
"My baby," Lauren said softly. "You're so not ready for this."
Jack opened his eyes. The swirling constellations stood out stark against the velvet sky. They brought him peace. In a world of changes, there was at least one constant. He mustered a smile. 
"Don't worry about me. Now, back to the plan," he said.
"Our intel was faulty. The enemy army got there before us. They're camped out in front of the main gates," Alina said.
"That's no good," Jack muttered. Think, think, think. "We can't go around back."
"I mean, there's not really a back to go around to. We were pretty thorough with the wall and moat thing," Lauren said.
"What if we asked Joyce to make an opening in the wall? She's the castle core, right? She should be able to do that," Jack said.
"I'm sorry, but it doesn't work that way," the castle core said.
Her black smokey figure sat atop the giant crystal in a lotus position. Backlit by the stars, her silhouette presented an inky void against the night sky.
Jack sighed and sunk back against the edge of the cart. 
"We'll have to fight our way through," Annabelle said. 
A note of false courage rang in the yeti's voice. 
"How many are there?" Jack said.
"A lot," Lauren said. She ran her fingers through his hair, each stroke a rolling ocean wave. 
The tide goes in, the tide goes out.
"What if we disguise ourselves?" Jack said.
"How?" Alina said.
"Yeah, I don't think those guys are going to believe I'm just another peasant soldier," Annabelle said.
Jack pressed his lips into a tight line. "Can we signal to the defenders that we're outside? Perhaps if they make a sortie, we could sneak in."
"How do you propose we do that?" Alina said.
"We could always wait until they launch an attack," Lauren said.
"Who knows how long that could take? Jack is dying as speak," Alina said. 
"I have a suggestion," the castle core said.
"I'm listening," Jack said.
"Well, you have fourteen points left to spend, two remaining from your initial capture, and twelve from your successful recovery and transportation of my core. If we get close enough to Joyce, I can join forces with her," the castle core said.
"And what good will that do? We'll still be outside," Alina said.
"Not if you use your added points to build out a temporary wall. It doesn't have to be anything fancy, a palisade could work for what I'm proposing," the castle core said.
Jack raised an eyebrow. "I'm sorry, but what good will more walls do?"
"This wall isn't going to encircle the town. This wall is going to encircle us. It'll proceed out in a straight corridor away from the village and ensconce us in a protective barrier. All we have to do is hustle our way inside," the castle core said.
"That could just work," Alina said.
"If we're going to do it, though. We better do it now," the castle core said.
"If we disguise ourselves as a resupply wagon, we might be able to get through the night guard."
Jack looked up at Lauren's face. She nodded. He nodded.
"Let's do it.'
***"Henry, are we expecting a resupply wagon tonight?" Ajax said.
Henry set down his bottle and carefully wiped his mouth with the back of his sleeve. 
"Fuck if I know. Not my responsibility."
"Ain't nothing ever your responsibility."
"Got that right." Henry took another swig causing Ajax to stifle a curse. 
"Dunno why the brass is always putting me on guard duty with you anyway."
"It's cause I'm so pretty. Here, you want a kiss?" Henry pressed his index finger against the side of his hairy chin and laughed. 
Ajax turned away in disgust.
The wagon rolled up beside them.
"What do you want?" Ajax said. 
"We're a resupply wagon. For the troops. I'm a foreigner as you can see from my turban," Alina said.
Ajax squinted. The white head covering looked more like a piece of woman's underwear hastily torn apart and resown than an actual turban. 
"Come on, kiss me lover boy, if you're man enough," Henry said.
He leered drunkenly at Ajax. Ajax turned away, a look of disgust plastered across his face.
"Proceed," he said, waving her on.
Alina snapped the reins and moved past the men.
"I can't believe that worked," Annabelle said, just a little too loudly.
"Hey! Stop right there!" Ajax shouted. 
Alina froze and slowly turned her head back to the guard post. Her hand flew up to her mouth, stifling a chortle. Henry had pushed Ajax to the ground and was in the process of slathering the hairy guard in a flurry of kisses. 
"What is it?" Lauren said.
Alina shook her head. "Nothing."
She snapped the reins and they continued onward through the enemy camp. Jack peeked out over the side. It was a pretty haphazard affair. Rough tarps which barely passed as tents spread out along either side of the beaten dirt path. 
A few scattered fires lit up the night here and there, but for the most it was still and dark. Jack raised his eyebrows as they passed an onager. 
"Stop," he said. 
"Why?" Alina said.
"While we're out here we should take care of some of these seige engines. We might not get another chance," he said.
"Absolutely not," Lauren said. "We're risking so much as it is."
"She's right," Annabelle said, again just a touch too loud.
Jack bit down on his lower lip. 
"Who's making all that ruckus?" A rough male voice shot out from the darkness.
"Oye, look at that. They're kissing. Haha, they're kissing," another voice said.
Jack relaxed.
"What's a cart doing out here in the middle of the night?"
"Resupplies methinks."
"In the middle of the night?"
"That driver has a turban. She must be a foreigner."
"What do you mean? She's wearing underwear on her head."
"By the gods, but you're right. Must be one of those sex perverts."
"Hey lady, why you got them panties on yer head?"
Jack gritted his teeth. Where had all these people come from?
The castle core appeared beside him. "You want to use those points, boss?"
While her smokey features were indistinct, when she spoke a tightness came through that elevated Jack's heart rate. 
"Do it," Jack said.
A loud pop-pop-pop sounded from outside. It was followed by a swift chorus of cries. Jack risked another peek over the top. A palisade wall extended along either side of the dirt path, blocking the camp from sight. Alina snapped the reins and the wagon shot forward at a rapid pace. They hit a pothole, sending Jack thumping back against the side of the wagon. Pain erupted in his side. Lauren's hands wrapped around the side of his head and once again she carried him in her lap. A pale clamminess swept over him. Jack bit down hard on his lower lip. 
Why did it hurt so bad?
AI Note: You're asking the wrong person. This corruption is unlike anything I've ever seen before. 
You're a God, surely you recognize something?
AI Note: My sensor tech wants to say it's a type of cancer, but I've never encountered any cancer like this before. Not in all my terabytes of memory is there a subset of corruption even comparable to what I'm seeing inside of you now.
Am I doomed, then?
AI Note: I'm not qualified to answer that. I'm not a God, hell I'm not even a scientist. 
What are you then?
AI Note: Just an artificially generated intelligence tasked to assist you. With what? I couldn't even say. There are spaces in my memory bank that are just- blank. The data doesn't exist anymore. The French would call it petit mort, a small death.
The French?
AI Note: A tribe from your home planet. Look, I don't want to trigger another one of your episodes here, so I'll keep this short and sweet. You're dying. There's nothing I can do to help. This sucks. Big Time. But Jack, I want you to know that, hell for what it's worth, I consider you a friend. 
You're not a God, are you? Jack thought.
That sweeping, internal sigh rushed through his mind, like wind across the ocean.
AI Note: Way to miss the fucking point.
Sorry, it's a lot to take in. I love you too, oh great one. Even if you aren't truly divine, I shall always consider you a bosom buddy.
AI Note: I did not say love.
Don't worry, I said it for the both of us.
AI Note: You know what? Forget everything I just said. 
You're right, some things don't need to be spoken. Merely felt. Your presence is as a warm summer breeze on a cloudless night. I love and honor you, oh great one.
The AI did not respond to this, which was just as well considering what followed shortly thereafter.
The snap of brittle wood sounded from beside the path. Jack jerked up. His eyes widened as a party of soldiers in various states of undress crowded in front of their path. Many clutched axes, sword, spears, and other melee weapons. 
New Quest Activated: Get your ass home at any cost necessary.
Morphine Drip: Activated
Enhanced Strength: Activated
Enhanced Speed: Activated
Sensor Tech: Activated
A wave of relief swept over Jack. All the pain disappeared, and for the first time since he'd been wounded, he felt strong and whole.
AI Note: Go get 'em, tiger. 
Visions of a striped cat broke across Jack's mind, temporarily blinding him. The AI's muffled curses sounded in the background. Jack blinked away the moisture beading at the corners of his eyes.
Not now.
The distant crash of steel on steel sounded from up ahead. Through sheer force of will, Jack stood up. Alina stood atop her seat. Holding a bow in her hand, she fired arrow after arrow into the crowd of soldiers. The horses whinnied and rose up, striking out with their hooves at any who attempted to get close to the cart. Jack slung himself off the side, and sprinted towards the fray. The rightmost horse whinnied and collapsed. A soldier darted back and to the side. His spear sprouted through the second horse’s neck. It crashed forward, blocking the wagon’s path. They were stuck.
Jack sallied forth, his crystal sword raised high.
A thick black beard and a pale dirty face. A leering smile and creased eyes. Jack sank his blade into the soldier's shoulder. It bit through his mail hauberk and the boiled leather pauldrons beneath. Ever deeper it slid, cutting through skin, layers of fat and muscle, before hitting clean against bone. 
The man reared back and howled. Springing off his back foot, Jack sank his fist into his mouth. Bristling hair rubbed raw against his fist. Blood and spit shot over his skin, and he fell back onto the path. 
Jack leaned back, jerking his sword away. Another soldier lunged forth. Fear and anger mingled across his face. Jack slid to the side and brought his blade up in a short chopping motion. It snapped against the soldier's breastplate and sent him tumbling backwards, unscathed. 
Jack took advantage of the opening and leapt into the gap. Two soldiers moved to block him. Aiming carefully down, his heel sank into the downed soldier's face. At the same time, he flicked up with his sword, shearing through the two newcomer's spears. 
A satisfying crunch echoed up from the ground. It was followed shortly thereafter by a high pitched scream. Jack ground his heel, erasing the noise.
He grabbed hold of the end of one of the shorn spears, and yanked hard, while in his other hand he held his sword parallel to the ground. 
This soldier did not have a breast plate nor a mail hauberk nor even a boiled leather cuirass. Woken in the dark of night, he'd rushed out of his tent in little more than his small clothes. And so it was that Jack's blade sank deep into his stomach. So it was that a crimson fount sprayed out in reckless abandon as Jack eviscerated the man. He gasped and writhed. Naked palms clutched Jack's blade, but only succeeded in shredding the fatty portion of his palms. 
Jack withdrew his blade. In a merciful stroke, he beheaded the man. The second soldier dropped the sheared off remains of his spear and turned to flee. Yet he too was cut down in his tracks. Jack turned on the remaining knot of soldiers. A surge of fear rippled through their psyches. These were peasant conscripts, not professionals. Men bred to sow and reap. Men molded by feast days. Men who had lived their whole lives within a few miles of the place of their birth. Not one among their number had ever met Lord Bhal, and so it was not the bald tyrant's face who filled their minds then. 
No, the faces of their wives and families spilled across the inner canvas of their minds. Ten thousand nights of drunken carousing, of laying with their wives under homespun blankets, and laughing with their children beside the family hearth raced before them. 
The first to break and run was a tall, lanky man with sunken eyes and three days dark stubble. It only took the one to flee for the dam to burst. Together they raced out into the night, away from Jack and his terrible blade. 
Jack turned back to the cart. Hardly a minute had passed, and the girls were frozen. 
"What now?" Annabelle said.
More noise from behind, from the sides. More peasant conscripts who'd yet to see Jack cut down their number. More peasant conscripts for whom death was merely an abstraction. 
Jack bit back a cry of frustration. "We'll have to carry the castle core."
"We can't. It's too heavy," Lauren said. 
Jack looked back at the two dead horses. More cries sounded from behind the palisade wall.  The crash of steel on wood sounded. They would be through soon. An idea popped into Jack's head. 
"What do you think you're doing?" Alina said.
Jack ignored her. With two quick strides, he was at the horses’ sides. Three cuts and they were free. It only took a moment to drag them to the side, clearing a path forward. Jack grabbed hold of what was left of the reins and pulled. A terrible strain spread across his back. Jack gritted his teeth. Already, his thighs, biceps, and forearms burned with an aching pain. He could only imagine what was in store for him back at the village once the enhancements wore off. 
Reaching deep inside, he pushed forward with all the strength his body could muster. The wagon trundled on behind him.  Jack's chest wracked with ragged breaths. 
Up ahead, yellow light spilled out from an opening in the town walls. Jack blinked away beads of salty sweat. The gates were open. A swarm of activity bustled ahead.
The drawbridge clanked down across the dry moat. 
AI Note: Fifty meters and counting. 
Alina's bowstring twanged. A blood curdling scream twisted up through the night air. 
"Keep going, you got this," Lauren said. 
Jack redoubled his efforts. Soldiers were streaming towards him from the village gates. A few mounted figures were among their number. 
AI Note: 25 meters. Almost there.
A ruckus kicked up from the back of the cart. Calvary streamed past, their lances pointed straight ahead and low to the ground. More screams. More cries. They reached the drawbridge. The gate. Sweat covered his body like a second skin. Flames lapped at his back, his thighs, his arms, and wrists. The leather straps had worn thick grooves into the palms of his hands. 
Darkness flickered across his conscious, and a terrible pain erupted across his side. 
AI Note: I'm sorry. This is as far as I can take you. 
The gates were there. So close. A massive furred body was running towards them.
Jack collapsed.




Chapter 55


"We can't be making a habit of this," Omius said.  
Jack awoke in his second story tower bedroom. Bright, clear beams of light spread in through his window. The wizened old man sat beside him on a knobby stool. Behind him, Joyce stood with her hands folded over her lap. 
Jack cleared his throat. It felt like the accumulated detritus of a thousand ages had taken up shop in there. 
"Water," he rasped.
Joyce moved forward. Omius held up a hand.
"Not yet, young lady. I'm afraid our patient will have to be patient." He chuckled at his own joke. Neither Jack nor Joyce joined in, though that did nothing to lighten the old man's levity. 
"Why not?" Joyce said. Her voice was terse, threaded through with worry.
"The wound is still healing. I'd rather be on the cautious side. Another hour or two of abstinence won't kill him. Speaking of which, there are quite a few women waiting outside your door. Shall I permit them entry?" Omius said.
Jack shook his head up and down, unwilling to waste precious moisture on the old man. 
"Ladies, your man is available," Omius said.
The door sprang open and a bevy of beautiful young women rushed into the room. 
"Oh Jackie, we were so worried," Lauren said. 
Jack opened his mouth and croaked. "Water."
"Of course." She turned to the clay pitcher on a nearby dresser. It winked out of existence. 
"Sorry, doctor's orders," Joyce said.
Lauren rounded on Omius. "Really? After all he just went through?"
Omius shrugged. "Go ahead and let him drink. It's his funeral."       
Lauren made a frustrated noise, but didn't move to contravene him. She sat on Jack's bedside and held his hand in hers. 
"Did we win?" Jack said.
"No one won," Christine said. "Bhal's forces have dug themselves in, but they've made no significant progress."
"You've only been out a day or so," Alina said, anticipating Jack's next question. 
"The castle core?" he said.
"Stored safely in our mill. Next to a certain someone's giant piggy," Annabelle said. 
She shot a furious glance at Lauren who ignored her. 
Jack's eyes moved to the door where Julie hung back. She had the look of a woman who desperately wanted to say something, but was too shy to open her mouth. 
"Julie, it's good to see you," Jack said.
He flashed her a tired smile. 
"I'm really glad you're not dead," Julie said.
All the words tumbled out at once. Blushing furiously, she moved fast across the room, and planted a big kiss on Jack's cheeks. She straightened and looked around uncertainly.
"Come sit with us," Lauren said.
"I-I," Julie stuttered. She spun on her heel and hurried out of the room. 
Lauren squeezed Jack's hand. "That girl. Well, I'll sit with you."
"Actually, no one should be sitting with Jack. The boy needs his rest. Come back in a few hours after he's gotten a little more sleep," Omius said.
That elicited a chorus of frustrated groans, but Jack didn't fight back when the elderly sorcerer shooed the girls out of the room. As much as he wanted their company, he was tired. He hadn't realized just how tired he was until Omius mentioned it. 
He looked out the window at the clear strong sunlight. Radiant hope filled his chest. They'd made it, he thought.
He fell into a deep, dreamless sleep.




Chapter 56


"Are you sure you want to do this?" Jack said.  
"Yeah, it's not too late to back out," Christine said. 
The castle core shook her smokey, black head. "I know this must seem strange to you humans, but melding is a very normal process."
"But, you'll lose your individuality," Lauren said.
"I don't look at it that way. I see it as gaining a new spirit. Opening up untapped aspects of my personality. Trust me, it's different for us," the castle core said.
"If you say so," Christine said.
"I don't understand it, but I'll admit we could really use the help," Jack said. 
"Exactly," the castle core said. 
"So, we just drag the crystals together, and they mate?" Lauren said.
"Not the word choice I would use," the castle core said. 
"Yeah, Laurie. They’re melding, not fucking," Christine said.
"Well, it's a little like making love," Joyce said. 
New Quest: Just get this damn thing over with.
"The friend inside my head has instructed me to accomplish this task post-haste," Jack said. 
AI Note: Friend is a strong word. 
Together Jack and Christine pulled the castle core through the doorway to the castle. Alina eyed the stairs. 
"How are we getting it down there?" she said.
"Leave that to me," Joyce said.
A hole opened in the floor beneath the sledge. The castle core dropped down and disappeared from sight. A second later, the hole sealed up.  
"Well, that was anticlimactic," Christine said.
"I never fail to climax with Jack," Lauren said.
Christine scowled. A blush crept up her face. "That's not what I said."
"You must be doing it wrong. Let me watch you guys next time. I'll give you some pointers," Lauren said.
Alina walked through the door. "What are you two babbling about?"
"Christine was just telling us about how she's unable to climax," Lauren said.
Christine stomped her foot. "I said no such thing!"
The room lit up in an explosion of light. Jack shielded his eyes with his hands. As the kaleidoscopic array faded, he opened a hole in his fingers. 
"What the---," Lauren said. All thoughts of fornication fled from her mind at the sight of the transformed castle. 
And castle it was. Where just a moment before they'd stood in the cramped bottom floor of a tiny tower, now they stood in a vast antechamber. Stark granite blocks made up the walls and floor. Rough hewn timbers stretched across the ceiling, and a fireplace big enough to roast an ox roared in the far corner. 
"By the last days," Lauren said.
Another burst of bright, burning lights and a woman popped into being in the far corner. Dressed in a mid-thigh, pleated black skirt, and a starched white blouse with the top three buttons undone, she hovered several feet off the ground. 
Bubble gum pink hair cascaded around her shoulders. With a pert upturned nose, and smiling grey eyes, she had an otherworldly air about her. 
"Howdy folks," she said.
Jack’s brow creased. "Joyce?" 
"That used to be my name. Now, I am simply Joy," she said.
"And the other castle core?" Lauren said.
"She is a part of me. Or I'm a part of her. Depends on how you look at it, I guess," she said. 
"This is amazing," Jack said. 
Joy swept across the room, never touching the floor. She held an aluminum baton in one hand. Stopping in front of Jack, she placed the baton in front of her body and beamed at him.
"What do you think, boss?" she said. 
"You're beautiful," Jack said.
A grin crept up the side of her face.
She curtsied. "I desire only to be of service to you."
"Yes, well uhm. I'm certain that, uh. Is it hot in here?" Jack tugged nervously at his shirt collar.
Joy laughed, a sound high and sweet. "I can lower the temperature if it pleases you, sir."
She put a heavy emphasis on the last word. The heat crept up Jack's neck.
"Did you strengthen the walls?" Christine said.
Joy waved her hand dismissively. "Already done."
"Excellent, we should discuss battle tactics then," she said.
"Shall we meet in the strategy room?" Joy said.
With a wave of her hand an old mahogany bookcase against the far wall slid to the side, revealing a torch lit room beyond. A long, circular table occupied its center.
Lauren turned to Joy. "You are just full of surprises."
To Jack's surprise, she flashed Lauren a wink. "I'm just getting started."
She flounced away across the room. Each leap caused the back of her skirt to flip up. White cotton panties clung in a thin layer across her tight cheeks.
Lauren elbowed Jack. "You okay there, big guy?" 
A teasing note colored her voice. 
"I am okay. Very okay."
Lauren smirked. Together they strode into the back room.
***"Are you sure this is going to work?" Lauren said. 
She took a step back and planted her fists against her hips, a skeptical look crossing her face.
Alina tightened a leather strap on the war hog's side and dusted her hands. "You just watch. Once we take the leash off this bad boy, they're going to wish they'd never messed with us."
The skeptical expression didn't leave Lauren's face, but she made no further protests. The war hog didn't seem very interested in rampaging through the enemy line. He gave an annoyed shake of his head, pushing away Jack in the process. He let go of the strap meant to bind the oversized pig's helm and the great metal armor came crashing to the ground. The war hog lowered his head and picked at a patch of daisies.
"Good enough," Alina said. "Joy?"
The spirit hovered several yards off the ground beside the great wooden gate that led out onto the battlefield. She gave a crisp salute, and with a wave of her baton, the gate flung open.
"Go on," Alina said. "Git."
She poked the war hog's butt with the blunt end of her spear. If it noticed her, it gave no sign. The rows of soldiers rustled nervously.
Alina turned and flashed a plastic smile. "Everything's okay folks. Give her a minute."
"I don't think this is going to work," Lauren said.
"Shut. Up." Alina growled. 
She poked the pig again, and it bristled in annoyance. Jack peered out nervously through the open gate. The enemy camp had yet to stir, but he knew it was only a matter of time.
"Come on, Gods damn you. Rampage," Alina said.
A ram's horn blew. A rippling disturbance spread across the enemy camp. Soldiers poured from tents, lending the camp the appearance of a disturbed ant nest.
"I don't think it's going to work. Close the gate," Jack said.
"No!" Alina said. "Just a little longer. I've got this." 
With a ponderous twist of its body, the war hog turned and plucked Alina's spear from her hands. It crunched the wooden length in its mouth and spat out the splintered remains across the grass. Then it trundled off to the far side of the camp, where its manure pile sat waiting.
A flurry of curses ran from Alina's mouth. Without prompting, the gate began to swing shut.
"Hold on," Jack said.
The doors stopped, half-open. Joy regarded Jack.
"What is it?"
Jack gestured back at the ranks of soldiers behind them. "We're already mustered. We might as well sally forth."
"No," Alina said. "We've lost our secret weapon. It's time to come up with a new plan."
New Quest Alert: Break the siege.
AI Note: You got this.
Jack leapt onto his mount. He hoisted his lance, and set his shield before him. Projecting his voice out towards the rank and file, he spoke: "The great God of AI has given me his blessing. Let us now sally forth. Bhal's forces shall break upon the tidal wave of our united efforts. Let us go down in the annals of history as the greatest Bhal breakers this world has ever seen!"
A cheer rose up from the assembled soldiers. Without a backward glance, Jack shot through the gate and across the drawbridge. He thundered into the enemy camp. Peasant conscripts were still assembling. All was confusion and chaos. 
Setting his sights on a man with a black, greasy beard who looked like he knew what he was doing, Jack planted his lance tight against his under arm and rode him down. The man's eyes grew wide. He dove to the side, narrowly missing the tip of Jack's blade.
He stood and waved his arms frantically overhead. "Please sir, we surrender. No more."
Jack lowered his lance and looked around. The rest of Bhal's forces were dissolving beneath the disciplined onslaught of his forces. Clusters of soldiers were dropping to their knees. Folding their fingers across their heads, they were taken prisoner with hardly a struggle. 
Jack raised an eyebrow. His heart fell. He hadn't realized how much he'd been looking forward to pitched battle, until it'd been denied him.
"You're giving up, just like that?" Jack said.
"No one here wants to die for Bhal," the man said.
A  blood curdling scream spread across the camp. 
"Well, maybe a few do," he admitted. "Most of us are just peasant folk. We have families to go home too. Hell, this is the first time in years I've even left my village. My young ones are probably worried half-sick."
"And your wife?" Jack said.
The man's thick eyebrows beetled in rage. "Probably talking to that no good neighbor boy.”
Jack cocked his head as he processed this new information. "Are you sure you don't want to fight?" he said.
The man nodded frantically. 
"Fine," Jack said. He sighed and searched around until he found a group of surrendering enemy combatants near the dry moat. He jerked his head towards them. "Go join the others, we'll deal with you later."
The man sprang to his feet. Gratitude shone from his eyes. "Thank you, sir. I won't let you down."
He rushed off towards the blossoming prisoner camp. Jack chewed on his lower lip. For some reason, he liked it more when Joy called him sir. 
He surveyed the battlefield. Where enemy soldiers weren't surrendering, they fled. With the exception of a pocket of resistance centered around a cluster of white tents atop the hillside, it was a total rout. 
Jack recentered himself towards the tents. 
This must be the command center, he thought.
AI Note: No shit Sherlock.
Jack wrinkled his nose. He didn't quite know what the AI meant by that statement, but it didn't sound pleasant. Ignoring the divine spirit, he charged up the hill. 
Triple rows of sharpened stakes jutted out from the hillside, a potent calvary defense. Dropping his lance, he pulled himself up until he was standing atop his saddle. His horse turned at the last second, and Jack leapt off its back and over the spikes. 
Levitation: Activated
He floated above the heads of the pike wall and landed at their rear. Pulling his sword free from its scabbard, he made short work of the unprotected rear line. 
Steel glimmered and shone. Blood ran hot, sticky, and sweet across its length. A vibrant fury burned in Jack's chest.
Soldiers shuffled and turned to oppose him. Each was cut down in turn. His blade bit deep. Gristle, tendons, muscle, and bones alike broke and tore. 
A broad bladed ax swung in a sharp horizontal. Jack ducked beneath its lethal edge, and shot up, digging the tip of his blade into the assailant’s gut. His eyes bulged and the color fled from his face.
Jack removed his blade, and swept back, cutting a clean line through a nearby soldier's throat. He fell in a thrashing mass of limbs. 
"Stop! Stop! Stop this very instant I say!" The remaining soldiers froze as a man exited the tent. 
Grizzled and bald, with an impeccably ironed uniform and a patch pressed tight to his right eye, he looked more a storybook villain than some flesh and blood man.
The commander scowled out at the mess and confusion before him.
"I told Bhal not to use peasant levies. Bah! Never send an amateur to do a professional's job, I said. Well, look at this mess. This absolute complete shambling clusterfuck," he said.
"I take it that means you're surrendering," Jack said. 
A deep pool of disappointment welled in his chest. And just when I was having so much fun. 
"Yes, yes, we surrender. Clemency for the men, safe passage for my officers, and you can have my head, of course. All very standard," he said.
The commander stood stock still. He glared at Jack. "What are you waiting for? The sooner you decapitate me, the sooner we can finish with this whole farce."
"I'd rather not," Jack said.
"What do you mean!" he exploded. Stalking forward, he plunged one sausage finger at Jack's chest. "You don't think I'm good enough to behead, is that it? You're unwilling to honor a battlefield tradition spanning centuries?"
AI Note: Keep this up and we'll be doing a round of cultural sensitivity training when we get back to the castle.
Jack's mouth twisted down in a frown. "No. I'm not Bhal. I don't kill those who surrender to me. You have safe passage back to whatever hole you crawled out of, but I will not end your life."
The commander wrinkled his nose. "If you want to do something right, you have to do it yourself."
Stepping back, he drew his sword.
Jack's eyes narrowed as he fell into a martial stance. "You don't need to do this."
The commander ignored him. In a swift motion, he positioned the tip of the blade before his stomach. 
AI Note: He's going to kill himself, you doofus.
"No!" Jack lunged forward, but it was too late.
The commander impaled himself on his own blade. A stifled scream sprang from his lungs as his torso slumped down the sword's length. He slid steadily forward, and stopped. 
Jack spun on his heel and glared at the remaining soldiers. "Is that how it's going to be? Alright then. Whoever wants to kill themselves, go right ahead. Don't let me stop you."
A sea of eyes belonging to people who very much did not want to kill themselves stared back at him.
One soldier raised his hand. "I don't want to die."
"Yeah, me neither," echoed another.
"Make that three."
"I am so good."
As one, they laid down their arms and surrendered.
Jack kicked aside the broad bladed ax that just moments ago had threatened to separate his head from his body, and gestured down the hill to a group of soldiers.
"It's okay guys, they're done," Jack said.
"Thank God," one of them said. "I thought we were going to have to do some actual fighting."
Murmurs of agreement spread throughout the ranks. For the first time since fighting had commenced, Jack was glad the enemy had surrendered. 
He was beginning to realize that his bloodlust might not be shared by the rank and file soldiers.
***Hasan wiped away cold beads of sweat from his forehead. The sounds of fighting had died away outside. He wondered who'd won. 
Not that it mattered.
Either way, he was screwed. He'd been in the process of skulking around the walls when they'd suddenly shifted, turning from a simple brick barrier into a complex tunnel system seemingly without a proper entry or exit. Fortunately, torches were spaced at even intervals along the walls. He didn't know what he'd do if he were cast down here alone without any light.
For a dwarf, he had a rather irrational and debilitating fear of the dark.
A soft light shone ahead. Hasan shielded his eyes, and made out a floating figure. 
He waved his free arm. "Help! Please!"
"What are you doing in here?" A bemused voice replied.
"I don't know. One minute I'm minding my own business, the next I'm trapped," he said. 
"Just minding your own business eh? If I didn't know better, I'd say you were skulking."
The figure was close enough now that Hasan could make out the finer details of her body. His breath caught in his throat. She was beautiful. Achingly and utterly beautiful. With bright pink hair and a flapping black skirt that teased tantalizing glimpses of her upper thighs. A white blouse with a plunging neckline that hinted at two supple mounds. 
Hasan ran four stubby fingers through his thinning hair and forced a smile. 
"Well now, it would seem we're locked in here together. I wonder how we might pass the time until a rescue party comes searching," Hasan said.
He tugged at his crotch in a lewd display.
Disgust flashed across the woman's face. "Perhaps we shall save that for a later date. Right now, I'd like to delve deeper into your behavior around my wall."
"I don't know what you mean," Hasan said.
"Why were you skulking," Joy said. "For what purpose, Hasan?"
"How do you know my name?" Hasan said.
"There are many things that I know. For example, I know that you made a deal with Lord Bhal."
Hasan shook his head furiously. 
"No, don't try to deny it," she said. "There are a great many things that have become clear to me since I joined cores. Chief among them is your perfidy."
The sweat came faster, and a scratchiness tore at his throat. Hasan was no longer aroused. Now he was scared. 
"Let me out of here," he cried. 
Joy cocked her head to the side. The light that shone from her body grew in intensity, and for a second Hasan was afraid he was going to be the victim of some strange magical attack.
"As you will then," she said. 
She extended her arm and flicked her wrist. A space opened in the wall beside Hasan. 
Hasan blinked. He could hardly believe it. He was free. "Thank you, oh wise one," he blubbered. "I won't let you down. I won't--."
His incoherent cries were cut short as a stone pillar erupted from the wall opposite. Slamming against his shoulder, it sent him tumbling onto the ground. 
Hasan groaned. Rolling onto his side, he clutched at his shoulder where a potato colored bruise was forming. A porcine face appeared before him. 
"Hey there, piggy," Hasan said.
He reached out to nuzzle the pig's snout. 
It reared back and squealed. Hasan covered his face. Terror rushed through him. 
***Resting his head on his chin, Jack made himself comfortable against the throne. The enemy was subdued, the village secured, and for the first time in a long time, he felt that he could rest his weary bones without worry.
“Got a minute?” Christine’s voice echoed through the hall.
Jack lifted his head. A smile crossed his face. “For you, always.”
Christine looked off to the side with an uncharacteristically shy cast to her face. “I wanted to apologize.”
Surprise rippled through Jack.
“For what?” he said.
“When I first met you, I thought you were just a typical man: a liar, someone who takes more than he gives. But, you’re not. You’re so much more.”
Jack reached out and took her hands in his. “Please, you don’t have to do this.”
She looked up and met his gaze. Defiance danced across her eyes.
“Yes, I do. Jack, you really care about us. All of us. You’re a good person, and I just–.” She broke off.
Jack gently pulled her in, and held her. His arm crossed over her upper back, and her face pushed warm against his chest. They held that position for what felt like an eternity, though it couldn’t have been more than a few minutes.
Alina poked her head in the castle door. "You're going to want to see this."
The two broke contact and turned towards her. 
"What is it?" Jack said.
A wicked grin curved up Alina's face. "Come see."
Christine crossed the room in a few swift strides and followed Alina out the door. Jack followed close behind. His eyebrows rose. The war hog was punting Hasan up and down the village green. A small crowd of villagers were gathered around the spectacle. A few shouted words of encouragement to the giant pig. 
Jack crossed his arms. As much as he was enjoying himself, he figured he should go help the poor dwarf out. 
Joy popped into existence beside him. "I wouldn't do that if I were you."
"Do what?"
"Help him. The little fucker sold you out to Bhal."
Jack didn't answer her. A nonexistent breeze had lifted her skirt, flashing him with a tantalizing glimpse of her white cotton panties.
Alina snapped her fingers. "Zhila to Jack."
"What?" he said.
"The dwarf fucked us. He sold us out to the bald one," she said.
"Oh wow, really? What a dick," Jack said.
The girls nodded their heads in silent agreement at his assessment of the dwarf's worth.
The war hog dipped his head down and sent Hasan sailing across the village. The dwarf landed in a crumpled heap beside Jack's feet. 
"Please help me," he groaned into the dirt.
Joy tapped her index finger against her chin. "I have an idea. Do you mind?"
"Not at all," Jack said.
The castle core waved her arms in a circle. Bright colored lights exploded out. They faded away, revealing a clay pot where Hasan had laid a moment before.
"Let me out!" 
The pot vibrated with Hasan's muffled screams. Jack and Alina exchanged a glance. 
"Do you want to get out of here?" Joy asked, her voice high and sweet.
"Yes! Please, I have to use the bathroom," Hasan said. 
A whine crept into his voice. 
"Let me help you with that," she said. 
She stuck her arm straight out and lifted it in a salute. The jar trembled then rose from the ground. Shifting her body to the right, she sent the jar flying through the air. 
Hasan's distant screams quickly faded.
"Where did you send him?" Alina said. 
"To a river where he can float for the next thousand and one nights, while he thinks about what he's done," she said with a smirk.
Alina high fived her. Across the square Jack watched as the war hog shuffled off back towards the makeshift pen they'd built for him along the side of the mill. 
Overhead the sky was clear and blue. He pulled in a deep breath and smiled. 




Chapter 57


Three thudding knocks on the door. Jack raised his head from the side of the tub. He rubbed at his eyes. 
How long had I been soaking? 
"Who is it?" he said.
"I have a visitor for you," Joy called.
"I'm taking a bath."
"That won't be a problem."
Jack pulled himself out of the bath and wrapped a towel around his waist. He went to the door and unfastened the lock, before pulling it open. 
Joy hovered beside Julie. 
"What are you two doing here?" he said.
"Is the towel necessary?" Joy said.
She reached out one hand and tugged at its edge. Jack swatted her hand away. "Not now."
Joy pouted, but didn't persist. "You never let me have any fun."
Jack looked across to where Julie stood, staring down at the ground. "Hey Julie."
She muttered something indistinct.
Joy flashed Jack a wink. "Julie wanted to talk to you about something. Something very important."
"Thank you Joy," Jack said.
Her body became transparent as she faded away. Once she'd dissipated entirely, her voice rang from the walls and ceiling. "I'll be watching."
"That's not creepy," Jack muttered to himself. He gestured to Julie. "Hey Jules, come on in. What’s up?”
“The sky.” A sly smile spread across her face. “Do you want to know the real reason I’m here?”
“I think I have an inkling. But, let’s hear it.”
She skipped over. Standing up on her tippy-toes, she held the side of his head and whispered into his ears.
Jack’s eyes went wide. “Really?”
She pulled away and nodded her head quickly up and down.
“You’re sure you want this?”
“More than anything in the world.”
“Then it shall be yours.”
He took her hand and walked her to the bed.




Epilogue


The giant clay jar broke and Hasan fell upon the shore in a shower of his own excrement. 
"A thousand and one nights of fecal matter," he thundered.
"Oh, shut up," Bhal said.
Hasan looked up and froze. The bald lord loomed over him. His lips turned down in an imperious frown. 
"My lord," Hasan said.
He pressed his head to Bhal's feet. Bhal curled his lips in disgust.
“You’re getting shit all over my shoes.”
“My apologies, oh great one. Allow me to lick that off for you.”
Lord Bhal hastily pulled his foot back, leaving Hasan’s puckered lips pressed against damp sand 
“That won’t be necessary,” Bhal said.
He rubbed his foot against the sand, coughed, and straightened. “How would you like to work on a special project for me?”
A crafty gleam shone across Hasan’s eyes.
“What’s the pay?”
“Revenge.”
A smile slowly spread across his face. He pushed himself up to his feet and extended his hand. Bhal looked down at the shit covered appendage and then back up at the dwarf’s shit covered face.
“Right. Sorry.”
He grunted as he retracted his hand. Bhal coughed into his closed fist.
“I’ll send a messenger along in a few days to sort out the finer details with you. In the meantime, I’m sure you can find your way home without my assistance. Toodle-a-loo.”
Before Hasan could inform Bhal that no, he could not find his way home without the dark lord’s assistance, in fact, he didn’t have a fucking clue where he was, Bhal vanished in a cloud of grey smoke.
A series of deep coughs wracked his chest. Hasan’s hand flew to his mouth, and he let loose with a squall of creative invectives. As the last flecks of fecal matter left his lips, he raised his fist to the sky and screamed. 
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