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Chapter 1

The Beginning Of The End


Journal Entry 1 – 14/8/22 

I was there when the first breathless commentators reported the appearance of a vast comet on the fringes of our solar system. 
I was there when the images began streaming from The James Webb Telescope of the shimmering, blood red aura and vast, glittering tail of orange and yellow.
I was there when the various sects and religions on our planet began predicting it was either our salvation, or our doom. 
I was there when NASA released the projection of the comet’s path in a worldwide broadcast.
I was there when all hope died.

[image: image-placeholder]I suppose I should go back and reflect on some of the details relating to the rather dramatic one liners I hit you with. After all, if you can’t be dramatic about the end of the world, when can you be? In all honesty, I’m not sure why I’m even writing this journal. I’ve never been a writer, truth be told. I’ve never been much of a reader either, but for some reason I felt the need… No, the compulsion to log the events of the time I had left, which amounts to three weeks, six days, fourteen hours and twelves minutes. For whom? No bloody clue. There won’t be anyone left alive to read it. The pages themselves will be nothing but atoms drifting across a cold, dead galaxy. Maybe that will be enough. To know that as pathetic as my life is, at least something of it will continue on.
But I’m getting ahead of myself. I told you I wasn’t a reader or I’d know how to tell a proper story instead of bouncing around like Tigger on speed. 
It went like this.
When the truth finally hit like a wrecking ball an hour ago, I’d calmly walked into my nearest store and picked up a four-pack of A5 notepads and an expensive set of rollerball pens. As someone with crippling debt and a natural eye for a bargain, the 99p price tag on the own brand version was a siren song I had to fight to ignore. Even as the mascara streaked checkout girl scanned them through, I nearly broke and ran back to grab the sensible choice, which was utterly ridiculous with what was hurtling towards us. Old habits die hard, I guess. Her flowing tears rooted me in place, begging for words of comfort I couldn’t provide. Why she hadn’t just abandoned the store with the rest of the people, I’ll never know. Why I was paying, I’ll never know. Money had just lost all meaning.
I paid and left, feeling like an arse that I couldn’t lessen her burden. Realistically, we were all being crushed beneath the weight of the news and I was barely holding it together myself. I found an empty bench in the local park, sat down, and was hit with a sudden epiphany. Or it might be the reduced price prawns I’d eaten last night. Suffice it to say, as my belly reels from potentially iffy shellfish, my mind has been no less impacted by the breaking news than the bereft lady in the store.
Looking down at the torn wrapper fluttering away on the cool afternoon breeze, I realise I’ve had found my coping mechanism. The pages would allow me to document the end while remaining detached from it. Most people I see are running in all directions, screaming or crying. Others just walk robotically, expressions blank, their minds unable to comprehend the truth. 
I’m waffling again. 
Give me a break, I’m new to this. 
Back to the comet.
The James Webb had been scanning the farthest reaches of the universe for months, providing a slew of images that on their own were earth shattering. Life sustaining planets orbiting suns not unlike our own. Conjecture about the possibility of manned missions in the future flourished. Great undertakings that would take centuries to cross the distance in search of new life. All of that was forgotten when the glowing red pinprick appeared in the night sky. Questions were raised about how the eggheads had missed it. A leaker from within the space agency confirmed the object hadn’t come from interstellar space, they would’ve seen it. 
The first thing that did the rounds on conspiracy websites revolved around its sudden appearance. What was this thing? Was it extra-terrestrial? If so, how had they crossed the span of lightyears when there was nothing about the nucleus that gave a hint of life? This gave rise to further theories of cloaking technology which, in turn, opened up the floor to rabbit holes questioning the motives of said comet. Why would an inanimate object hide itself? If that was the case, didn’t concealment indicate a hostile intent? Was it actually inanimate or had the powers-that-be lied to us all along about its true nature like they had so many times before? Round and round the internet arguments went as the hours passed until one user said the line that best summarised the truth; no one had a damned clue.
Every sect of every religion claimed the phenomenon as their own. It was a sign from God. The meaning, depending whether your faith was fire and brimstone or light and love, was either Armageddon minus Bruce Willis, or the rising up of humanity into a state of eternal bliss. I don’t mind telling you that far more people thought it was a portent of the end times rather than a flowery utopia. 
While the priests, imams, rabbis, monks, pujari, and their ilk called the faithful to worship, I was praying to the god of self. It wasn’t that I didn’t believe in something after, it was the thought of a single omnipotent being with flowing white beard and Santa complex that I had an issue with. My belief system came down to the basic tenet of - do to others as you would wish done unto yourself. Ok, so I’d stolen it from Christianity who’d probably stolen it from the Babylonians, who’d probably stolen it from the Hammana-Hammanas ten thousand years ago. The history of religion wasn’t my forte. Lets just say I walked through the world trying not to leave it any worse than it already was. I’d walk old ladies across the road through traffic. I’d help carry their shopping. I’d hold the doors for people. I’d tip healthily on the rare occasion I went to a restaurant. I’d take injured animals to the vets for treatment. 
I was an all-round good-egg, or so I told myself. Pride wasn’t a sin in the Religion of Mark. That’s my name by the way – Mark Craig. Born on the eighteenth of May, 1996 to an unknown mother and father. Jane and John Doe are listed on my original birth certificate which was created after my squalling form was found swaddled tightly and abandoned on a (so people tell me) warm, sunny day by a dog walker called Mr Henderson. Technically, it was his cockapoo who’d discovered and urinated on me. I can’t blame Tulip (the dog) as she was just doing what came naturally. If it couldn’t be eaten, slept on, or played with, it got a spray of wee and was soon forgotten. Thankfully, her aim was off and only my legs got a drenching. 
I’m getting off topic again. You don’t want to hear my sob story. Well, tough. I’ll get to it when I can. 
But back to the comet for now.
It had been found, and it was now being worshipped. The news that had the cashier so broken had come exactly forty-two hours after the first picture was transmitted around the world. The boffins at NASA carried out their usual computations of the trajectory the crimson star would take. At least it looked like a star as it glowed fiercely in the black veil of the night sky. Their findings were checked, triple checked, and quadruple checked. Heads of state were the first to be informed. It was Prime Minister Miriam Carter who had delivered the message via a lectern outside 10 Downing Street to the British public. 
Similar broadcasts had been undertaken across the world by their own country’s leaders. 
I can still picture her now, all sincerity and strength. At least superficially. Looking closer I could see the red tinge to her eyes as if she’d recently been crying. Her grip on the slanted wooden reading top was hard enough to turn her knuckles white. Periodically, the view would change from Carter to the newly released models from NASA. They’d dumbed it down and prettied it up for morons like myself, but all I noticed was the curved green line of the comet’s path as it whipped around the sun. That same dotted emerald line ended with a red X over planet earth. Now I’m no astronaut or big-brain, but I guessed the X wasn’t a good thing. Kind of like eating shellfish that was a day past its best. The explosive gastrointestinal issues I was facing was one thing. The explosion we faced from the comet’s impact would mean the end of our world and everyone on it.
A timer had been put up on every TV program and broadcast across the world. I thought it a bit of a dick move to be honest. As each second ticked away, our mortality was hammered home. The finality of our species counted down in sterile white digits. I walked in a trance out of the pub where I was collecting my part-time earnings. The timer on the TV screen behind the bar read; 03:06:14:12. 
I’ve checked the internet since I sat down, and it now reads 03:06:13:47. If it wasn’t for my dogs, I’d probably just sit here for the entire 2,382,420 seconds remaining, minus the brief spells of exhaustion induced unconsciousness. 
Yes, before you ask, I did calculate exactly how long I had left. Such a high number might seem quite comforting. You’d be dead wrong. 
Chaos is unfolding all around me, but I’m not a part of it. 
Honey and Marco will need feeding soon. I should get back to the flat.

[image: image-placeholder]Journal Entry 43 – 10/9/22

Here we are now, a little under four weeks later, T-minus one hour, twenty-two minutes until X. I’ve got pages of nonsense scrawled in the books at my side. My thoughts on people’s reactions. The good and the bad acts that took place as the timer ticked down. A lot of them I’m sure you can predict.
I’ll just sum up briefly what happened for you. Not that you will ever get to read this.
The days following the announcement were a shitshow. Mass civil unrest broke out across the world. Only by the most draconian measures could the people be brought under control. On the dark web where the banned websites relocated, the number of executions was estimated to be in the millions. The initial terror of what was coming had been replaced by the imminent terror of a wall and firing squad. The fires that could be put out, were. Those that had a lack of emergency services to attend were left to burn. The bodies were cleared. Mankind emerged from the chrysalis of pandemonium a more cowed, reflective species. Thoughts turned to cooperation for the first time in our history. The news was filled with stories of Arks; humanity’s chance for continuation. Built in secret, they would carry the most perfect specimens in a state of stasis to one of the recently discovered worlds. We would be gone, but our people would live on. The dark web blew the lid off of the program in short order and revealed it would be six months before the first ark would fly. It was a placebo, nothing more. Cue a renewed bout of tantrums, or as I like to call them, deadly worldwide riots encompassing every major city and population centre. 
Looking at the little TV in my booth, we were approaching the hour marker. I think I’d have been happier if our untimely end was illustrated with a dramatic Deathstar explosion rather than the seemingly benign, browser closing cross that flashed over Planet Earth. Then again, what was the comet except for the creator’s cursor, scrolling towards the top right of the screen to shut down the page of humanity?
If it wasn’t for my ever faithful Labradors, I think I’d have opted out long before now. Their resolute love (and dependency) stayed my hand from the packets of tablets piled inside my bathroom cabinet.
Luckily for us, in the dark days, my little arcade had been robbed once and forgotten. I’d not bothered fighting the looters. In fact, I’d left the front doors and the cash trays open. They’d made off with about three thousand pounds in loose coins. The true value of that money was zero in the big scheme of things, but they still acted like Butch Cassidy and the Wild Bunch. Still, if they’d got high or drunk on the proceeds, more power to them. Would it be better not to know? Not to feel the searing heat as the comet vapourised the planet? All questions for another life. 
The nukes had been launched an hour ago and should be impacting any moment now. I’m going to go and lament my life’s failures with my faithful dogs as we watch the fireworks. 
I’ll see you on the other side.
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Chapter 2

The End Of The Beginning


What Came After 

I won’t lie, I was feeding Honey and Marco meaty treats as fast as they could gobble them down. It struck me that there might’ve been periods where I’d been lax in repaying their love, so my arm was a piston, ramming into the bag before directing them at eager mouths. 
I started to cry. 
Not for my own life, but the lives of my constant companions. They sat there, tails swooshing under their butts, oblivious to the impending destruction. The only things existing in their canine world were Mark, sniffing, and treats. Oh, and the doggy dreams of chasing rabbits or whatever they would pursue when their eyes closed. I hoped being the purveyor of the morsels put me at the top of the favourites list. Brown eyes shone in the booth light, trusting entirely. I scratched under their chins simultaneously and they pressed into my fingers.
My phone had the BBC News app playing, and if the look of crushing defeat that washed over the anchor’s face was anything to go by, it was bad. Her subsequent collapse and disappearance under the desk did little to boost my hopes. 
“Well, shit,” I said to the dogs who wagged their tails all the harder. Honey yapped at me, moving to the door. “You need to go? Really?”
She jumped, placing her paws on my shoulders. Her beef breath was rancid and the most beautiful thing I’d ever smelled. Pulling Honey close, I sobbed into her fur as she writhed to lick at my tears. Marco jumped up at us both, triggering a battle for attention that ended when I stood up.
“Come on then. One for the road. I might even join you and cop a squat.” 
I left the counter untended. What was the point in worrying? The streets outside were empty. Pretty much the entirety of Earth’s population would be looking at the screen in shocked horror. 
The dogs bolted through my failed sanctuary of warriors and villains and waited by the back door. I glanced at the flashing machines as I passed. A classic, table Asteroids. The insatiable yellow, pill munching Pacman. The barrel rolling fury of Donkey Kong. Right the way through to spamming hadouken’s in Street Fighter 2 Turbo, the grisly shooting joy of House of the Dead, and the four car racing phenomenon that was Outrun 2. The room was my pride and joy, and as most people had warned me, a complete lemon. It gobbled money faster than Pacman’s drug habit.
The stairs to my little flat lay to the right. It was so tempting to get the hounds emptied, run up the steps, jump in bed and pull the covers up over our heads. The duvet bunker furnished the wearer with immunity from all harm, didn’t it? At least demons and ghosts for sure. Trillion tonne balls of rock were an unknown. 
Honey scratched at the door insistently. Marco panted impatiently at her side.
“Yeah, yeah, ok!”
The tiny patch of grass that came with the property was hardly a garden. It barely counted as a terrace, more a plot that was left behind as an afterthought. My weight bench took up nearly a quarter of the available space. If I were so inclined, I could’ve grabbed one of the local feral cats and not be able to swing the poor thing as it hissed and tore my arm to shreds. The yard was that small. Honey, ever the optimist, did her rounds of sniffing for a suitable place to go. Marco wasn’t as refined and cocked his leg at the wall.
I chanced a look at the news and wished I hadn’t. The missiles, tiny trails facing off against the encroaching monster, flew true and hit home. Their combined energy managed to light the scarlet shell a little brighter for a split second, then faded. 
“Well that was a dud, huh?” 
The empty news desk was a stark reminder of our not too distant future, and I slipped it back in my pocket.
Marco finished, checked his spray, and moved across to a new patch of particular interest. I stood with a poo bag in one hand, my phone in the other. Honey left a more solid deposit on the grass, and I moved in to scoop the poop. The bag split and my finger dipped knuckle deep into the warm mush. I very nearly launched the untied bag over the wall in my rage. The way my luck was going, I’d end up hitting a disabled orphan. They would spend their last minutes on earth gagging on the wretched stench and feel of warm, digested turkey giblets. Yeah, it said finest cuts on the packaging, but I was a fairly competent economist if you ignored my failed business. You can’t sell a can of prime cuts for less than a quid and have it be from anything other than the beak, butthole, and foot. Leaving the packet to the side of the garden, I ran my outside tap and washed off the filth as best I could.
A babble of a male voice chirped from my pocket, and I pulled out the phone. The replacement newsreader on my screen was likely one of the off-camera staff who’d borrowed a shirt two sizes too small. His tie was askew, the tip shorter than the tail. I felt sorry for the poor guy. He probably had family he would never get to in time and had decided to make his last moments count for something. Someone was audibly screaming in the studio until a few gruff voices interjected and dragged them away, the cries fading.
“Give it to us straight, compadre,” I told the stand-in. 
“The missiles have failed.”
I made a siren noise that startled the pigeons perched on a nearby branch. “Sherlock alert! We have a Sherlock alert!” I almost felt sorry for the morons of the bird world as they crashed against each other in their haste to escape. Their single digit IQ and cross-eyed look of perpetual imbecility usually drew an extra slice of granary loaf from my larder. After all, it wasn’t their fault they’d won the booby prize in the avian lottery. 
Honey barked at me once as if to tell me to stop with the theatrics and finish cleaning up her mess like a good slave. 
“I got your shit on my finger!” I told her, and she huffed and turned away. “I’ll act the fool if I want! Fuck it, the rest of it can just stay there.”
Honey peed, a devastating rebuke to my outburst. The worst thing was she maintained eye contact throughout the stream, hammering the point home.
“If you can get below ground, please do so immediately.”
I thought of my duvet and compared it to a fully air conditioned and apportioned nuclear bunker. My cover was rated 10.5 tog, which surely put it in the ballpark of deep excavations, poured concrete and steel rebar.
A supercharged bolt of panic tore through me, lighting up every nerve ending and trebling my heartrate. I could actually feel it thumping against my chest like an Alien baby ready to jump into the loving arms of the queen covered in fragments of rib and pectoral muscle. 
This was really it. 
The end. 
I’d purposely avoided looking skyward, but as the afternoon light took on a tinge of pink, I had no choice. 
It was breath-taking in an utterly terrifying way. 
Red death. 
A trillion tonnes of cosmic fury, raising its boot to crush us flat.
A smaller, crimson version of the pale moon which had triggered wolves and poets to worship her for millennia. 
Our worship of this false idol would be fleeting.
The trajectory would see it impact in Slovakia. 
All of Slovakia. 
The surrounding countries would lose a sizeable portion of their landmass too… For the split second it took to punch clean through our planet and turn us into space dust. 
At least it would be quick. 
My galloping heart slowed as the inevitability of the situation crowded out all fear. I was with the things that I loved above all others. We were together. I’d had plenty of girlfriends, and even a couple of fiancées, but the chime of church bells was never in my destiny. At least I didn’t have kids to comfort. That would be the worst. Would I even have told them what was coming? For the youngsters, ignorance was bliss.
“You wanna go over the park, bubba? Throw your ball?”
Honey’s ears pricked up and her head cocked inquisitively. Park, walk, and ball were all words she knew very well.
“Marco? Want to have a quick run?” 
He chuffed and started to jump at me until I eased him down. I looked for Honey’s slobber coated tennis ball, but quick as a flash it was in her mouth and she was standing at the gate waiting. Her tail was wagging hard enough to power a small island nation and the dictator’s three luxury palaces. I cracked the latch and she raced as far as the kerb. Marco made for a particular spot where another black lab left challenging squirts of wee. After peeing on the pee, he joined his sister.
On a typical day the road resembled a car park during rush hour, and a race track at all other times. Today it was silent, empty. So too was the park for the most part as we crossed. A few couples and families were laid flat, watching the sky from the comfort of the recently cut grass. I moved to an area well away from them so we didn’t disturb their last moments together.
“Leave, bubba!” I said and Honey dropped the ball. 
I lobbed it away from the sight of the comet, wiping the warm mush onto my trousers. She was off like a rocket, snatching it from the ground before circling back. Marco had sat down and was staring at the thing I was trying to avoid looking at.
The stand-in presenter was still babbling in my pocket. 
“Good girl! Who’s a good girl!” I cooed as Honey returned the prize. 
I toe punted it this time, catching her by surprise. Her head snapped in the direction and the body followed in a blur of yellow fur.
“Strange readings…” said the phone in my pocket.
“Beautiful dogs,” said a woman with an American accent.
I was so caught up in our game that I thought it was a guest on the BBC News. Honey had dropped her ball and I tossed it again, but she was fixated on something behind us. I turned, expecting to see the comet a hundred times larger, punching through the upper atmosphere on its final collision course. 
Instead, I saw a woman. 
Holy shit! It’s Cara Delevingne! was my first reaction. She had the same flawless skin. Her blue, almond shaped eyes sparkled in the crimson twilight. The cupid’s bow of her red lips sat beneath a perfect nose with a little uptilt. A closely cropped pixie cut finished off her look. For the life of me I couldn’t remember the show it was from, but that style had always blown my mind. In a world of worshipping waist length, fake blonde tresses, I’d always kept the opinion to myself that a short do could really complement a beautiful woman’s face. 
“Hi,” she said to me.
I just stared, but Honey took the cue and blunted my awkward rudeness with a flurry of affection. She’d looked awkward and afraid as the mutt jumped at her. Hell, we were all afraid. The potent licks and wagging tail caused the lady’s fear to recede and she rubbed Honey’s face, baby talking to her.
“Hi!” I said, seconds too late to make it any less weird.
“What’re their names?” asked the stranger.
“Honey and Marco,” I replied. “I’m Mark.”
I offered my hand and she shook it. I could feel her trembling.
“I’m Cristal. Spelt with an I.”
I said the first thing that popped into my head. “Are you a stripper?”
What? You idiot! This time I mentally kicked the shit out of myself. I made sure to find a bin and dumped the partially rotten contents on my unconscious body as a final insult.
She stared at me. 
Honey turned and stared at me.
I figured a slap or a knee to the crotch was coming, so I braced for impact. 
Instead, Marco saved me by going in for a crotch sniff of the stranger. 
“Marco, no! Personal space, dude!”
She laughed. “I’ve had worse encounters with men. And do I look like a stripper?”
I said the next thing that came into my dense, pigeon-IQ’d skull. “You look like Cara Delevingne.”
She actually blushed. “Thanks. You can call me Cris.”
I stood there staring. “We’re going to die in eleven minutes,” I said.
Fuck! Coo. Coo. Pigeon Mark shits on the ground and walks in it. Good effort you vacuous, dead-eyed plank.
“Tha… that’s kind of why I approached,” she replied, awkwardly. “My friends… Well, they just ran off. I don’t know where, or why. Could I maybe just stay with you guys? Until it’s over I mean.”
I was just as shit scared as she was. The chance to have human and canine comfort at the end was something I couldn’t deny. “I’d like that.”
She looked around at the others in the park. “Shall we lay down too? We can watch the sky one last time.”
“I’ve been kind of avoiding looking at it if I’m honest.”
“I tried that. I just want to…”
“Be held?” Ok, Buffalo Bill! You’re coming off as creepy as shit right now. Plus, you don’t have a hose, any lotion, or a fucking pit! And double plus, your dogs are cuter.
I decided to stop talking until my death. Which was about ten minutes away. I zipped it, locked it, threw the key away, poured concrete on it, then took off and nuked the site from orbit. It was the only way to be sure.
“Would you mind?” she asked. “I think it’ll be easier, you know.”
I hit the deck faster than critic’s jaws at a Paris fashion show.
She lay down with far more grace and slipped into my arms. I adored her for leaving space for the pooches who dutifully crawled between us and laid down too. 
“You smell nice,” she said. 
I could feel the miraculously undamaged mouth key emerging from the radioactive devastation. 
Don’t. You. Fucking. Dare!
The lock snicked and the zip burred. I cringed. “Thanks.”
Ok, that wasn’t too bad. You’re getting better at this.
I could tell she wasn’t really remarking on my two-in-one wash and fabric softener that smelled of Tropical Lily and Ylang-Ylang or whatever the hell that meant. She wanted to talk down the minutes with inane conversation. And I was normally the master of inane conversation when I wasn’t putting my foot in it. I attributed it to years working part-time security on the doors, chatting to wasted punters while they swayed and searched for a lighter in their pockets.
“Are you here on holiday?” 
Smooth, Romeo.
Next up would be a wash and a blow dry in my salon as we discussed the inclement weather.
“No. I was studying for my masters. When the news hit, there weren’t many planes, what with all the pilots quitting. The seats that were available went for millions.”
I snorted. “That’s the stupidest thing I’ve ever heard.”
She tensed and looked away.
“I meant the millions for a seat part!” I added desperately. “Not your studying or trying to get home.”
She relaxed a little and I could feel doggo eyes rolling at my awkwardness. 
“It’s been a while since I talked to a woman, can’t you tell? It’s kind of just been me and the furry nutters for a while.”
“That’s ok. I was sworn off men after my boyfriend slept with my best friend.”
“Was she one of those who ran away?”
“Hell no! I kicked her ass back in Wyoming last time I was stateside. Filthy skank.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Are you sure you aren’t a stripper?”
“Only on the weekends.”
“So it’s more of a hobby?”
She pondered the question. “I’d say more a lifestyle choice. I get the benefits of rigorous cardio along with moist, low-denomination bills. By going to a gym, I’m the one who has to pay. It makes no financial sense.”
“You make a great case for exotic dancing. I wish I’d had time to give it a try.”
“You’ve got the body and height for it.”
“I’m about a foot tall when laid down.”
“And I’d guess about six three when stood up?”
She was within half an inch. I was actually six-two and a half. I was blushing fiercely, not that you could tell in the scarlet haze that had fallen over the city. 
I had nothing else to say. 
The sky was on fire.
I held Cris and the dogs to me tightly.
“Breaking news!” my pocket screamed through the denim.
“What was that?” she whispered.
I was reluctant to let her go, but the newsreader was beside himself with excitement. He’d finally snapped under the pressure. I used my free hand to withdraw the phone. Laying on our backs, I held it up so we could both see the screen. 
The guy was bouncing around the studio like he’d just faceplanted in a kilo of  Columbian marching powder. It took me a moment to distinguish the stark difference between the apocalyptic message scrolling along on the footnote, and his words.
“It’s slowing down! NASA estimates at its current rate of deceleration, the comet’s impact won’t trigger an extinction level event.”
Two thoughts came to me right then. 
Firstly, comets don’t slow down until they hit something. And secondly, if it was able to control its velocity, it was most definitely not a comet. 
“This is amazing!” she exclaimed, jumping to her feet and pulling me up.
I didn’t share Cris’s enthusiasm as I looked towards the planet killer. The shimmering aura burned away in the atmosphere, revealing the spherical nucleus. And I’m talking a perfect sphere. As in, not possibly created by the big bang or God kicking over a street bin after a heavy night on the  Jägerbombs. This was man made. I immediately corrected myself. This was made by something far in advance of our own species. 
“What’s the matter?” 
“You know the feeling you get after a vindaloo?”
“I’m a korma girl myself. Care to elaborate?”
For some reason the newsreader was stripping his clothes off and dancing around the studio. He was far hairier than any man ought to be. I was tempted to set up a charity drive to purchase a few wax strips for him.
“Well, at first it feels real good, but then you start to feel something’s not quite right.”
“You don’t think this is good?” 
“I’m thinking we’re approaching the morning after phase of this little meal.”
“Don’t be such a pessimist! We get a second chance!”
Honey was running around us, yipping with shared joy. Marco was trying to get at both our crotches again. 
A third thought hit me like an actual comet destroying a planet. 
“Shit!”
“What?”
I wished for the approaching god-knows-what’s speed to pick back up and consume us in blissfully releasing fire. The grey sphere fell slowly over the horizon, ignoring my entreaties.
I sighed, shoulders slumping. “This means I’ve got to pay back my business loan after all.”
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Chapter 3

There Goes The Neighbourhood


I was the drunk cousin at the wedding, yelling that the marriage had six months tops before vomiting all over myself and crashing through the finger nibbles table. Everyone, and I mean  everyone, in the park was weeping and celebrating. Cris was hanging from my neck, crying her own tears of joy. I was Captain Buzzkill, leader of the Misery Squad. This wasn’t a time for celebration, I could feel it.
“We’re receiving word that the comet has made contact with Earth. One of our reporters is currently skirting the Austrian mountains and sent us this footage.”
Cris pulled back and we watched the impact together. Its speed had dropped from a high of six thousand miles per hour to a more reasonable forty according to NASA projections. 
“Those poor people,” Cris gasped as it struck, wiping out Slovakia completely. Centuries of history, crushed to powder.
“I heard they evacuated everyone to surrounding countries.”
Her face lit up with a massive smile and I’d be lying if I said I didn’t want to kiss those lips. “Really?”
“Yeah. They knew it was hopeless, but it was at least doing something. Busywork to keep people from losing their shit. It looks like it paid off.”
“Holy moly! Look!”
From the helicopter’s vantage, the camera picked up the churning wave of earth and rock which flowed like water from the newly formed crater holding the sphere. The ground split apart like an eggshell as earthquakes tore the crust asunder. 
Out of nowhere, I felt the tremors begin to rumble beneath my feet. The happiness ebbed and the cries of fear resumed. I just stayed where I was, watching as the wave of debris which had once been a country broke against the soaring Alps. Car alarms in the surrounding streets started to shrill, adding their own noise to the tumult.
“Are we in danger?” Cris asked, breathlessly.
I shook my head. “Not from the tremors. Look, the ground’s already settling.”
She looked to the screen and the liquescent earth returned to its solid state. New mountain ranges in the pattern of a gigantic ring had been created in a matter of seconds. In the lull that followed the shockwave, I didn’t really know what to do. 
Cris was also at a loss. Now that death was off the table, she cautiously backed away from the stranger with the dogs. 
“Would you like a drink? I’ve got tea or bad coffee.”
“Bad coffee?”
“Instant. None of that posh shit that you guys drink from those squeezy machines.”
“Just coffee?” she said, cautiously.
“Of course. You’re not my type.”
Her smile fell away. “Oh.” 
I died a little inside. 
I backed a truck across my rubbish strewn body that had only just started to regain consciousness. Then I shifted to first and drove forward with a double thump of bouncing suspension. To make sure, I backed up again until I was nothing but an embarrassed smear on the tarmac.
The silence became painfully awkward. 
Say something, you tit!
Despite the niggling fear that the danger was far from over, I realised life was way too short and punted pigeon Mark across the field. In a cloud of grey feathers, I evolved into a new person. One who didn’t give a shit.
“I’m kidding. You’re exactly my type. I only want a cuppa to calm my nerves, though. You can wait with me until you get hold of your friends.” I put my hand on my chest. “Cross my heart and hope to...” Nope. Shut up. Let’s not kick the hornet’s nest of fate.
Her posture relaxed and she grinned. “I’m quite discerning when it comes to my coffee,” she warned me with a mischievous twinkle in her eyes.
“I’ve got tap water?”
“That’ll probably be better than instant.”
“Shall we?” I asked, offering my elbow.
She paused for a split second before slipping her arm in mine. “Lead on. If you were a creep, you wouldn’t have such amazing friends.” She scratched at Honey’s ear as she trotted past.
I pictured Precious the fluffy white poodle and my half naked form dancing in front of a mirror; my junk tucked between my legs while I wore nothing but a colourful shawl. 
You need help. Seriously.
“Your friends have got a lot of explaining to do,” I said as we crossed the empty road.
“They’ve got a lot of making up to do! Bail on me and leave me alone in a strange country with strange men? Honestly, I should kick their asses too.”
“They don’t come much stranger than me,” I agreed as we crossed the street. 
Marco nudged the unlocked gate with his nose and disappeared inside, closely followed by Honey. I played the gentleman and held it open for Cris.
“So that’s where the muscles come from,” she remarked at the weights.
“And massive amounts of roids.”
She wrinkled her nose. “You know that they give you a pimply back and a… er, smaller something else.”
“There’s nothing wrong with my back!” I argued as we disappeared inside.
“I notice you didn’t say anything about my other point.”
I motioned to the open staircase and shrugged. “I can’t deny science.”
She stopped and looked down the hall. “What’s through the curtain?”
“My greatest love and my greatest mistake.”
“Both in one place, huh? That’s convenient. Would you mind?”
I shook my head and took her through, revealing the albatross around my neck. The huge steel ball shackled to my ankle. Cartoon figures painted on wooden frames around the electronic wizardry of the games machines. It all looked so benign, so friendly. To my mind, the oversized eyes and beaming smiles held a hint of ridicule and malice. The recent lack of any kind of sleep while I tossed and turned, fretting over impending homelessness didn’t help with my imagination. 
“This. Is. Amazing!”
I was shocked as she moved to an original Space Invader machine. “It is?”
I’d set the payment to free and she pressed the flashing red button to add a credit. Her skill at dodging incoming fire while leading with her own shots was impressive. The first wave fell without loss of life. Leaving her spacecraft unmanned, she ran over to Golden Axe and picked the barbarian.
“Self-insert?” she asked as her sword pommel went to work on the head of a Heninger soldier. 
“My loincloth’s black. And I prefer to play paladins.”
“Interesting,” she replied, chain headbutting the Bad Brothers to death on Chicken Leg. “Someone likes their armour.”
“I like big suits and I can’t deny,” I started to sing, then forcefully closed my mouth. I watched as she approached the fateful bridge jump and knew from the moment the button was pressed she’d misjudged. The barbarian fell to his death.
“Damnit!” 
“You played video games?”
“I play video games. It’s all we had in my little town when I was growing up, and it stuck,” she explained. “An arcade at the back of Mason’s Groceries. He’d rotate the machines every few months. I could be a warrior, or a pilot, or a race car driver. A hundred different lives, all in one place.”
“It’s cool to escape reality sometimes, isn’t it?”
“You can say that again,” she said, looking wistfully at the games. “Shall we get that water now?”
I held the curtain open again. “After you.” 
This time she didn’t deviate and headed straight up the stairs. I had a gut wrenching moment of panic as my memory banks checked over my little flat for anything embarrassing. Kitchen? Cleaned this morning. Lounge? Hoovered and dusted. Bedroom? Bed made with clean sheets. No used tissues. Bathroom? Might have a bit of crud left from my morning shower, but the toilet was flushed and bleached. I relaxed and followed. I guess you could say I wasn’t a typical guy. The pizza boxes went straight into the recycling. Pots and pans were scrubbed and dried immediately. I had three plug-in air fresheners on the go for goodness sake. No normal person needed that much Citrus Punch in their life. Except me, it seemed.
“This is lovely,” Cris said as she stepped into my little sanctuary.
“Thanks. It’s not much, but it’s home.” For a few more weeks until the bailiffs smashed my door in to take all my goods and toss me out onto the street.
Honey had taken up her favoured position on the sofa and sat down. This normally meant I was to sit next to her to provide a convenient pillow for her agonisingly pointy elbows and marginally softer, but heavier head. This time she was panting at Cris, her tail beating at the cushions. Charming. They’d known each other two minutes and I’d been replaced.
Marco favoured the foot space beneath my desk, where he curled up and watched us.
Leaving the girls to do their thing, I slipped into the kitchen and switched the kettle on. 
“Ow!” Cris hissed from the lounge.
I grinned and felt ashamed of myself. “Watch those elbows!”
“Thanks for the warning. They’re like knives.”
“She hasn’t quite realised she’s not a lap dog anymore.”
“Maybe not, but she’s a good girl, aren’t you? Yes, you are.” 
I could hear the tail thumping happily over the running water as it sloshed into the glass.
“Creatures of Earth, hear us now!” 
I dropped the glass in the sink and it shattered into a dozen pieces. 
What in all the fucks was that?
“Mark?” Cris called, her voice terrified. 
Honey was whining miserably. Marco started barking, trying to find the threat.
I couldn’t explain how, but the words seemed to come from inside my own head, as if I was a satellite dish picking up a bizarre Russian sitcom. Except the voice wasn’t Russian. And the was nothing com about the gravelly, emotionless voice. It wasn’t like anything I’d heard before. The closest I could think was a mixture of rocks in a cement mixer and the two hapless aliens from The Simpsons; Kang and Kodos. 
Shit.
A comet that’s not a comet.
At least a partial jaunt through space.
Inexplicable… engineering? Was that the right word?
Non-indigenous lifeforms. 
Alien.
E.T.
Fuck. My. Life.
“Who and what we are is unimportant. Your planet had been selected for eradication, that is all that should concern you.”
Had? What the hell did it mean, had?
“During our approach, we scanned the entirety of your history. You are a vile species who seek only to dominate and destroy.”
I couldn’t argue with him. Her. It. We were dicks by nature. Seven billion walking phalli who did their best to piss all over the world and its beauty. Some people even paid for services like that, but I wasn’t among them. My natural defence mechanism of disjointed sarcasm failed. We were in big trouble. 
Cris ran into the kitchen and flew into my arms, closely followed by the dogs who were walking in circles, trying to work out where the voice was coming from. 
When they said creatures, they weren’t kidding. Everyone and everything could hear them. I could picture Free Willy, his jump thrown off by the intrusion, landing on Jesse in a welter of gore. Or an unscrupulous bear-baiter being savaged by his chained grizzly who had gone nuts at the voice. Chow down, Yogi, my son. You earned that pic-a-nic basket of tough, sour meat.
“What is this?” Cris asked fearfully.
“The comet I guess?”
Her hair smelled of roses and sin. Or was that last part me projecting my own desires? First contact had been made and all I wanted was a little first contact of my own. I was a terrible person. 
“One thing has spared you from the destruction you so richly deserve.”
Jesus? Buddha? Little Orphan Annie?
“Your boundless imagination.”
Well that took me by surprise. Daydreaming of trysts between myself, Charlize Theron, and Kate Beckinsale while we were all stuck on an overnight train journey was hardly the most noble of pastimes. Still, it got me through the day. 
I’d been single way too long.
“We observed your movie-films, your word-journals, and your pretend-lives playing as heroes, saving the world from the darkness. We are that darkness. We come from a place outside of your reality. You cannot defeat us. You can only hope to entertain us.”
“What do they mean?” asked Cris.
I didn’t imagine an unlikely threesome between myself and the veteran actresses was on their radar. “I have no idea.”
“We are going to create a challenge. One that will span vast kingdoms, bring together incredible beings, and teach you what it really means to live!”
“Did I just hear what I think I heard?” 
I tried my best to ignore the rose scents and the press of her body. “It sounds like they’re making a game.”
“Like an arcade machine?”
“These are beings from outside reality. I can imagine they’ll do better than an 8-bit coin-op in a smoke filled room surrounded by spotty nerds.”
“They banned smoking indoors.”
“You know what I mean.”
“And I wasn’t a nerd.”
“You don’t have to tell me,” I replied. “I bet even with pimples and braces you turned heads.”
“Nice try, buster,” she said, slapping my arm playfully.
“I didn’t mean it as an insult, by the way. I loved being a nerd. I also loved playing sports, but the ability to leave this world for a few hours a day saved me.”
“Me too. What do you think this means for us?”
“People?”
She nodded into my chest.
I had images of tripod craft lasering crowds of people to death, but I kept that to myself. I suspected any beings that could pierce the veil of existence had more interesting weapons to use. Then again, they had tried to metaphorically run us off the road with their truck until changing their minds at the last minute. What if they’d misjudged our planet and written off their own vehicle? The insurance premium on their orb must have been stratospheric. 
Investigator – What happened?
Alien species – Well, we were just driving through the Milky Way when BAM! The son of a bitch came out of nowhere.
Investigator – There were no space skid marks that we could see. Did you even notice the planet coming?
Alien species – Umm, of course I did. It just happened so quickly. 
Investigator – Sir-ma’am-it, did the intergalactic police carry out a system-side breath test?
Alien species – We didn’t call them. We thought…
Investigator - Sir-ma’am-it, you know the rules of your policy following any collision. I’m afraid that without further investigation we can’t go ahead and release the funds on your claim at this time. We’ll be in touch.
Hangs up.
Alien species’ spouse – I told you not to have those beers! Now look at what you’ve gone and done! I needed the ship this week!
Alien species – Just get off my back, already, Tuq’el! I only drink because you’re such an insufferable bitch.
Alien species’ spouse – You rotten arsehole! I’m going to stay with my sister!
Alien species – Oh that’s it, run away like you always do. You’re just like your mother!
The door slammed on my bizarre sideshow as the real aliens continued.
“There are eight point three billion humans on your Earth.”
“I thought it was seven point nine?” Cris whispered.
“I guess they have better ways of counting. And why are you whispering?”
“The game will be of indeterminate length. When we are satisfied, we will leave. If you should fail to entertain us, however…”
Tripods. Lasers. Tom Cruise sneezing people dust while being a complete fuck-up of a dad. Got it.
“All I will say is, you won’t feel a thing.”
“That’s what I said to my last girlfriend.” Poor humour, meet inappropriate timing.
“It’s the roids.” Cris explained helpfully.
“In four hours’ time, champions will be selected from your population. You may volunteer by simply thinking it. We’ll know. If too few volunteer willingly, the others will be picked at random. There is but one rule to volunteering; you can’t be active, or retired from your armed groups of forces. Law and war, both are disqualifications.”
“Come on!” I yelled.
“That seems a tad unfair.”
“I can sense your collective angst at our proposal. Take comfort that it’s inevitable and you can do nothing except comply. Four hours.”
“Well that got dark quickly,” I muttered.
“We’re still alive though!”
“For four hours.”
“Don’t be such a downer.”
The sensation of dark tendrils feeling their way through my mind faded. What’s worse is I hadn’t felt them up until that point, so it was almost as if they wanted us to know how powerful they were and how easily they could pick us clean.
“I guess I should get you that water now.”
Cris reached into the sink and carefully pulled out a jagged shard. “Yeah, but can I have a fresh glass?”
I rolled my eyes. “Sheesh. Someone’s outstaying their welcome.”
“I know, but I’ll let you hang around for a while longer.”
I laughed even as I wondered what the future held for humanity. Short games and a quick death by my estimation.
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Chapter 4

Resistance Is Futile


“I’m going to volunteer,” I told Cris as I prepared her a fresh glass. The broken bits could take care of themselves. There was greater fuckery abound to waste time worrying about a shattered highball glass. 
“But you don’t even know what’s involved!”
“I know that. I can’t just sit here for hours, days, or weeks not knowing what’s going on either. If it’s Game Over, I’ll go out on my own terms.”
“You’re crazy.”
“Maybe,” I said slowly, trying to get to my point. “I kind of also need a dog sitter?” 
Cris looked at my PC as she answered. “I’ll be happy to keep an eye on them for you. As long as I can fire up that bad boy when they’re sleeping.”
“It’s all yours. The password is HoneyMarco123.”
She scowled at me. “Are you that keen to be hacked?”
“Blimey, if it’s that bad, throw a hyphen or something in there for me while you decide what to play. It’s better than 1234 or 0000.”
“Barely.”
I pointed at her water impatiently. “You wanna hurry up and finish that? I think I can hear your friends calling.”
She took the tiniest sip and sat back down on the sofa. “They can keep calling. I’ve been through a traumatic experience and need time to collect myself.” Honey hopped up and slumped across her lap. 
“If these games are going to be as dangerous as I think they are, there won’t be much time until we’re all dead anyway.”
“Maybe, but I get the feeling you’re the type of guy who doesn’t quit.”
The arcade below almost made her point, but I’d be lying if I said I hadn’t started to resent the whole place. Petrol and a match were an option, but with my luck a police patrol would drive past just as I tossed it in. The resultant flash of ignition would light me up like a Polaroid camera.
“I’m going to do my best. And besides, if too many volunteer I might not even get picked.”
“What do you think they might create?”
I sat down next to her and flicked on the TV. “Nothing good, that’s for sure.”
The naked, dancing newsreader had been replaced by someone with clothes. The stand-in for the stand-in was fairly good at her job, likely an up-and-comer or the host of another program. She explained the seismology of the impact and its effect on the landmass of Europe using even more graphs and charts. Wiggly lines following a dramatic downward trajectory showed the rapid deceleration of the craft. Guests were brought on, mostly to fill time with conjecture and guesswork. A speaker from the UKSA, our tiny version of NASA was due on in thirty. I figured they were running around screaming at the arrival of a truly extra-terrestrial species. Ok, so the new arrivals were dicks, but it was still quite momentous. 
The scene changed to Trafalgar Square where an impromptu party had broken out. Music thumped from a nearby flat while the revellers below hugged and partied. 
“That seems a bit premature,” said Cris.
“I guess the brush with death is enough to bring people together for once.”
She frowned at me again. “You weren’t happy out there, even when we’d just been spared. Why?”
“Intuition?” I offered. “The pieces just didn’t fit. Or I should say, they did fit, but the puzzle picture was just as bad as an exploding planet.”
“Looks like you were right.”
I stood up and started to pace around the living room. I felt I should be doing something and told Cris as much.
“What else is there to do?” she asked. “We’re like mushrooms, totally in the dark. If you want to burn off some nervous energy, go and slam the plates.”
“Today’s a rest day.” Crushing a few reps on the flat bench would be great, but there was bound to be a physical component to the games. Or was there? Cris’s fungi analogy was the absolute truth. I could see she was studying the news intently and decided to do the same. Any clues would be helpful. 
“Look!”
I turned to the TV and saw a series of large military helicopters arrive at the ship. The ground itself was still burning fiercely, so the pilots approached the gigantic sphere and hovered instead. The news camera in the chopper zoomed out to emphasise the size difference. It was stark.  
“We are being told that the American delegation from Camp Darby are now trying to communicate with the aliens. All known frequencies are being used, as well as direct vocal contact.”
The words belted out by the mounted speakers were too weak to carry as anything more than a muffled buzz.
“Let’s hope we can bribe them with something.”
“We’d be better off blaring Spice Girls at full volume until they retreat.”
My mouth fell open in shock. “How dare you say that about the most empowering female pop group in history?”
“Are you forgetting about Destiny’s Child?”
Damn! Ok, they were by far the better vocalists, and their members went on to have greater solo success than our own home-grown warblers. Still, her facts stung. “Scary Spice would kick Beyoncé’s arse.”
“Maybe if Beyoncé was asleep,” she scoffed, before her eyes widened in shock. “Holy fucking shit!”
Her outburst startled me and I caught only the aftermath of what had happened as blazing debris rained from the sky to join the trees, homes, and god only knew what else that was already an inferno below. The rising smoke was giving the orb a decidedly menacing appearance, as if it needed any further reinforcement that it was dangerous.
“What happened?” I asked.
Cris was just gaping at the screen. “They just… blew up.” 
“How?”
She stared numbly at the screen, shaking her head in denial. 
The shocked newsreader was no better as the footage was swiftly cut and repeated. The helicopters and the welcoming committee were there, then a pulse of energy like a shockwave cut through them like butter and then they weren’t. Even from miles away, the news crew were knocked askew from the aftereffects. Their own craft started to bleep and shriek as alarms were triggered and the pilot fought to regain control. The chaotic footage resembled the last twenty years of Hollywood shaky-cam, except this was real life and not some piss poor attempt to hide a poorly acted scene. 
The newsreader composed herself and turned back to the camera. “Ladies and gentlemen, I apologise for the graphic nature of the footage shown. All I can surmise from the outright hostility is that they don’t want to talk.”
Cris and I looked at one another and facepalmed at the same instant.
“We’re in trouble, aren’t we?” 
I could only agree. 
“I think I’ll have some terrible coffee if you don’t mind. And a cigarette.”
“Sorry, I don’t smoke.”
“Nor do I, but it’d be nice to have some way of soothing my nerves.”
“Best I can do is a foot rub,” I called from the kitchen.
“I’ll take you up on that one day!”
I made the coffee. 
She hated the coffee.
The grounded news chopper showed the NATO response. This time, the shaky cam looked more genuine, caused by the sub-zero temperatures of their landing site. Violence beget more violence, as air forces from the wider world all descended on the sphere. Footage was shown of high altitude AC-130s pounding on the craft with 105mm shells and gatling guns. F-15s and F-22s zipped around in loose formation, unloading their underwing missiles which lit up the side of the alien ship. 
“It's like the Fourth of July,” gasped Cris. 
All I could see was the absolute lack of even a scratch on the mottled outer layer. We didn’t miss the pulse this time as it washed out from the besieged orb, compressing the moisture in the air into a sheet of water. The energy was concentrated and directed at just the right angles to catch the fighters and also the behemoths circling above at twenty-eight thousand feet.
“Those poor people,” Cris whispered, squeezing my hand.
“Our leaders are morons,” I sighed.
“What makes you say that?”
“They already nuked the thing in space and it did nothing. What do they expect some bullets and explosives to do?”
“Maybe it’s the be seen to be doing something you were talking about earlier? I doubt they could just sit there and wait for us to be wiped out.”
“This kind of shit is why they wanted to wipe us out in the first place.”
She had to concede that point and returned to staring at the screen. 
“World heads of state are now considering a nuclear response,” explained the news anchor. 
I slumped back in the chair and rubbed at the build-up of fucking-idiot tension that was giving me a headache. These people were supposedly our best and brightest. I wondered if the eradication of our species wasn’t for the betterment of the universe. It was no surprise there was a popular meme about UFOs locking their doors as they flew through our neighbourhood. I doubted they would even dare stop at red lights lest their quantum-jump-super-drive was stolen and they ended up stranded on piles of space bricks. 
I was almost relieved when our invaders finally addressed the elephant in the room.
“Earthlings, we grow weary of your attempts to negotiate or fight your way out of your destiny.”
Cris raised an eyebrow at the final word and whispered, “I told you Destiny’s Child would’ve been better.”
I had no idea what one had to do with the other and returned my attention to the voice in my head.
“Any further acts of futile hostility and we will rescind our generous offer. There will be no more warnings. On a more positive note, you’re almost at fifty percent of the necessary volunteers. The actual number? That would be giving things away now, wouldn’t it? You have one hour and forty three minutes remaining.”
Honey had tuned out the voice and snored loudly from her seat. It was like an old chainsaw in dire need of a good oiling. Marco was sleep-barking at something in his dreams.
“Have I already volunteered by thinking about volunteering?”
Cris shrugged. “Don’t look at me, I’m not an interdimensional race hellbent on our destruction.”
Wondering what to do, I concentrated really hard on the thought of putting myself forward and… nothing happened. Was there a telepathic checklist to fill in? Did I need to sign a release form that immunised them from liability in the event of my demise? Not that there was anyone other than my dogs to claim the money and I doubted they would be able to hold a pen without opposable thumbs.
“I’ve been thinking,” Cris said, slowly turning to me.
I knew exactly what was coming from her stern expression. “Who’s going to dog-sit if you volunteer?” I asked, considering the possibility of asking my neighbour. 
“I was talking about lunch,” she lied. “I’m hungry.”
Honey snapped awake at the L word.
“I’ve got chicken breast and rice?” 
“Why doesn’t that surprise me?”
“I can add salt and pepper?”
“Watch out, Gordon Ramsey!”
“He swears more than I do,” I replied. “I’ve also got mayo.”
“And bread, bacon, and lettuce?”
“I can add some broccoli.”
“Seriously?”
“No, I’ve got that other stuff. Two club sarnies?”
“Sarnies?” she frowned.
“Sandwich’s.”
“Foot rubs and cooking? I might marry you after all.”
“What is it Keanu said about relationships started under intense circumstances?”
“We’ll just have to base it on sex then,” she finished the line with a chuckle. “You’ll have to give up the roids though.” 
“No deal!” I called through. “If I save the world, I can have my pick of the single ladies. And probably those who are married too. Actresses, princesses, queens!”
She sounded none too amused as she replied. “It’s funny how fast you can go off someone, isn’t it?”
“Don’t hate the player, hate the game!” I laughed from the kitchen as I sliced the chicken. “How about I give you first refusal? If it doesn’t work out after a few dates, you can kick me to the kerb and I’ll settle for Kate Beckinsale.”
“You’re damn right you’d be settling. I’m a catch.”
“I can’t argue with that.”
After a lengthy pause, she finally said, “I do want to volunteer, though.”
The carving knife slipped out of my hand and it fell, embedding itself in the front of my trainer. I could feel the cold blade between my pinky and ring toe.
“You okay in there?” Cris called.
I just stared at the wooden handle that sprouted from my shoe. Was it luck or a sign I was too clumsy to chance the trials? 
The clock ticked down.
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Chapter 5

Showtime


“If you really want to volunteer, I’ll see if Mrs Atkins can have the dogs. She lives above the shop next door.” 
“Do you think I’m crazy?”
“Hell no, I think you’re brave as hell. I just worry they’ll get too comfortable with the fresh chicken that Mrs Atkins feeds them. It’s like The Ritz for dogs when they stay there. A lot of whining happens when I bring them back.”
“Mrs Atkins or the dogs?”
“All of them.”
Cris giggled and sneakily slipped a sliver of meat to the pooch. Honey had this way of watching you without watching you that only made it more obvious that she was watching you. If that made any sense. It came with a bolt upright seated position as if she was canine royalty. She would then give me the side-eye until I gave in. Marco was far less subtle as he sat at your feet, drooling. 
My own diet consisted mostly of chicken and rice, with rare cheat days. The dogs loved the bland fare even more than the “choice cuts” of indeterminate origin that came in the gravy cans. If I’d had more money, their meals would be the finest steaks from the hand reared beef of a Russian oligarch’s favourite daughter’s personal livestock farm. Ok, that was a bit out of left field. I wasn’t even sure oligarch’s daughters kept livestock, but they were probably invested heavily in agriculture as a means of profit. 
“This is gonna sound really weird, but do you think they let people pick who they fight with?”
“I have no idea.” I knew what she was getting at, and I’d had exactly the same thought when she broached the topic of going in. I’d prefer to go to war with a friend than a stranger, no matter how brief the relationship had been. 
I added another thought to the request to volunteer. Don’t wipe out our entire planet. Please. There are species worthy of the stewardship of earth. Dogs and cats would from the yin and yang of balance. The former would lead in the fields of butt sniffing and fetch, while the latter would rule with an iron paw, knocking off anything from the counter that displeased them. And some stuff that didn’t do anything other than just be in the wrong place at the wrong time. The haughty felines would likely get ideas above their station and trigger an endless war between the cats and dogs that would see millions die on the battlefield. Maybe it wasn’t such a good idea to put them in charge. Sloths, on the other hand…
“I really think I have to do this,” she added.
“You don’t have to justify yourself to me, Cris. I’d have you on my team in a heartbeat.”
“Really?” 
“You’ve probably got a charisma in the double digits.”
She beamed. “Do you think it’ll be like that? D&D? Twenty rolls and all that stuff?”
“Knowing my luck it’ll be Dark Souls and I’ll have the broken straight sword and fat roll.”
“What’s the problem? You can beat the games with it.”
I held up a hand to argue. “Correction, some people can beat the games with it. And at level zero to boot. I still get killed when I’m massively over levelled. I have a knack of panic rolling straight into an attack.”
She rubbed her chin speculatively. “I’m beginning to wonder if I want you on my team after all.”
“I could be the loveable mascot?”
“I’d rather take Honey or Marco. They’re cuter and furrier.”
“You haven’t seen me naked. They don’t call me sasquatch for nothing you know.”
“Remind me to add wax kits to our wedding gift list.”
I chuckled at the casual flirting and headed for the stairs, as content as I’d been in at least three years. “I’ll be right back,” I explained. 
How messed up does a life have to be that facing death with a relative stranger is considered a high point in the timeline?
Mrs Atkins was an absolute treasure and within two minutes of knocking her door she was following me back to my flat. I figured it was the best idea all round. It occurred to me as I was gathering the septuagenarian that the games might just require the mind, like a virtual reality game, which would mean myself and Cris could just lay down on my bed and do our thing. It would be helpful to have a steward to watch over our vacant bodies while we battled the creatures. She might be as old as time and smell faintly of wee, but at that age, I’m sure I’d care less about hygiene. All that mattered was Mrs Atkins was solid and dependable. I’d seen her barge through a group of youths who were blocking her entrance as she tried to get to bingo. Their weak attempt to intimidate her was met with a barrage of expletives and finger wagging that resulted in one of the youths running off, threatening to tell his parents. She called after him and mentioned them by name. The threat wasn’t carried out. Put it this way; Mrs Atkins was not to be trifled with. 
She sat on the sofa, a living cliché with her knitting needles. Her hands moved as fast as her mouth. While bonnets, jumpers, and all manner of knitwear appeared at her fingertips, her mouth created worlds out of time. Most of them revolving around her late husband and their foreign exploits together. She was probably the most well-travelled lady I knew. 
“So, as I was saying, Frank was certain we were on the right track but wouldn’t you know, he was wrong. The bloody lion came out of nowhere and just stared at us from down the trail. I swear he soiled himself there and then. It certainly smelled like it. Anyway, I just told him to hold still and it wouldn’t bother us if we didn’t bother it. If the lion was hungry, he’d have been on us before we even knew he was there. Sure enough, the thing wandered back into the brush and I led the way back to the camp. Silly fool had taken us straight past the warning signs on the fence and out into the wilds. Besides, it’s the rhinos you need to watch out for. Those pointy nosed bastards are the devil’s work. They’ll charge you down and trample you just for the fun of it. Crusty skinned wankers.”
Cris looked to me for help and I ignored her, trying to hold back my laugh. Honey had already curled up at Mrs Atkin’s feet. The dogs weren’t allowed on the furniture when she was in charge, not even in my own home. Honey and Marco didn’t seem to mind in the least as long as Mrs Atkin’s right foot continued to scratch at their sides. 
The news stations were empty of anything useful. Most of the discussions revolved around the twin disasters and the narrowly averted final disaster that would have finished us off completely. Word was leaking that nukes had already been in the air when the warning came. A few sheepishly applied abort codes had blown them from the sky and nothing more was said. Some of the more abstract guests started to theorize what this contact, however poorly it was going, meant for humanity going forward. The question of not only are we alone in the universe had been answered, but the fact that other realities existed too. The next guest built on this with talk of Heaven being just another realm that we could all aspire to. I’d been a fervent door slammer when it came to unsolicited religious advice, but even I admit I was open to new suggestions. 
I checked the bed, and then the alarm clock. We were down to three minutes. I felt each tick as a gong in my head that brought me closer to the end. 
“Are you ok?”
I turned to see Cris in the doorway. 
“As ok as I can be. I’ve got the bed ready.”
“Shall we give the dogs a quick fussing and then lay down?”
At that moment, all I wanted was to fuss the Labradors forever and forget all about the Sword of Damocles that was poised above eight and however many billion people’s heads. 
Two minutes thirty.
I got my arse moving and found the pooches sleeping fitfully. I gathered Honey into my arms and held her tight. There was none of the normal annoyed wriggling that usually accompanied being dragged unceremoniously from sleep. It was as if she could sense I needed to do this and she should just acquiesce to the emotionally fragile human. Marco stayed on the floor, looking at me with half shuttered eyes as I said goodbye. Standing up, I planted a kiss on Mrs Atkins’ forehead. “Thanks.”
One minute.
“You go and play your games, dearie. I’ll be waiting right here for when you get back.”
“Thank you, ma’am,” said Cris.
Mrs Atkins waved her away cheerfully. “You kids have fun. I’ll knit you both a scarf.”
I didn’t want to explain it was the start of summer and the thing would go in my drawer for six months before it would see the light of day. She just wanted to be useful. 
“Ready?” Cris offered her hand to me. 
I took it. Mine was shaking and sweaty. Hers was cool and steady. I liked to think she was drawing on my strength, but as the clock ticked down past fifteen seconds, I knew it was the opposite. 
We moved to the bed.
Ten seconds. 
I laid down. 
She lay beside me. 
We pressed our arms flat, the sides of our hands touching.
Five.
Four. 
Three. 
Two. 
One.
Showtime!
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Chapter 6

HUD


The ceiling stayed its white, emulsion coated self. The aging mattress stuck loose springs into my spine. I could feel Cris’s hand against my own. 
“Teething problems?” I asked, gingerly.
“This is probably a beta test. Looks like the team messed up the rollout.”
“I guess some of the engineers are going to be sent to the fire realm.”
“You mean hell?”
It was one minute after the four hour deadline.
“I’ve always wondered about that. Hell for me would actually be the cold.”
“You can always put on more layers and build a bigger fire,” she argued. “You can’t strip down past your boxers and I doubt Hell has working air-con. They’ve probably got the boxes but the controllers are damaged and only put out more heat.”
“That does sound pretty bad. And I can assure you, I’m willing to strip down further than my boxers.”
“The heat might even help your little ‘roid… problem.”
“There’s no amount of heat that can help with that.”
“HUMANS, HEAR ME NOW!”
Cris and I both flinched. “Jesus H Christ!” My heart was thundering again. 
“Why do they keep doing that? They could at least give us a warning!”
“We can confirm that the number of volunteers does not meet the requirements. We will be taking the remainder from your population at random.”
“Mrs Atkins?” I gasped. My luck would see the old woman taken which would leave the dogs all alone. 
“In the interests of your species’ concept of fair play, we will be choosing males and females between the ages of eighteen and forty. If you have already volunteered, we will be taking you soon. Prepare yourselves.”
“Thank the lord,” said Cris, echoing my own thoughts on the matter.
“At least our scarves will still get made.”
“That’s what I was talking about. I’m keen to see what she makes us.” The tremor in her voice told me that the multi-coloured garment was the furthest thing from her mind.
Before I could reply, I felt a chill wash over my entire body like I’d dived into a pool after sunbathing. My nerves started to physically tingle. It was as if a layer of Pop Rocks were fizzing just below my skin. I tried to look at Cris, but I was completely paralysed. The sensation spread deeper into my tissue and muscles. The lampshade of my bedroom light began to fade into the all-encompassing whiteness and my already racing heart took off at a full sprint when I went fully blind. Nothing of my periphery was visible any more. 
I was terrified and I don’t mind admitting it.
With a snapping sensation, the feeling fled my body entirely. I was still unable to see anything other than the bright nothingness, but the teeming, bug-in-the-skin feeling was mercifully gone. It was with some trepidation I realised that gravity was pulling me in a different way. I was standing, but nothing in the vicinity gave me a focal point to confirm it. It was like when I’d dive to the bottom of a pool and close my eyes. The buoyancy provided by my lungs gave a direction with its push to the surface. Even if I blew the air out in a gout of frenzied bubbles, my body could still sense up and down. This was similar. I raised a hand and took a step back in shock that I could move, and see, again. I turned in a full three-sixty, but other than my naked body… Holy shit! I was butt naked! I cupped my modesty automatically and glanced around frantically. Unless the observers were perfectly white from head to toe, including their eyes and mouths, I was alone. 
I still kept myself covered.
“Adult Human Mark Craig, you were among the first to volunteer of your own free will.”
My head snapped around, but the voice was in my head as before.
“This is what you would deem a ‘loading screen’. The worlds await. Before you choose to participate and move to the first world, you may first take the time to become acquainted with the HUD, or heads up display, and configure it to your specifications. We have imbued you with some of our telepathic power to allow mind control over the display. You will use these thoughts to call it forth and also access the various tabs within. You can manually touch with your finger, but I would suggest using your telepathy to save time. When you have finished to your satisfaction, just think about being ready and we will move you on to the next phase of the trial.”
“Ho-lee-shit.”
This was too surreal. I began to question whether I had suffered a brain bleed or lay in a coma following a car crash or other accident. That was far more likely than a comet that wasn’t a comet. An alien species outside of reality. And now a dazzling white room. 
With a brilliant white light…
A tunnel?”
I looked around but there was no end point. No gate. No long lost relatives welcoming me to the afterlife.
“This isn’t Heaven, Human Mark Craig.”
What would the aliens know about it? They could be demons, lying to me to keep me away from eternal bliss.
“We assimilated the totality of your history. We know what you believe Heaven to be.”
Oh yeah, that. In amongst the insanity, I’d forgotten that little titbit. 
“We suggest you use your time here wisely. It will be fatal to enter the game without a rudimentary knowledge of your HUD.”
I had two choices; play the fool, or play along. On the billion to one chance this was actually happening, I’d be an idiot for not familiarising myself with the display.
“Ok, you win.”
So I needed to think. Not too hard. I imagined summoning the panel and it blinked into existence. The dark outline followed my vision whichever way I turned. Anyone familiar with gaming could see the similarities between the display and any one of a thousand titles. A small minimap lay in the top right corner. I tried to make it bigger, and the box dutifully expanded diagonally. I was a tiny white dot with a black border. The map itself showed nothing, which wasn’t unexpected. I’ll admit I was hoping to see a helpful marker for Saint Peter’s position that I could head towards.
“Bollocks.”
I shrunk the local version and opened the world map. Once again, to the surprise of no one, I was in a patch of white set within a much larger patch of white. There was absolutely nothing in this world except for me. That thought hit me like a sledgehammer. Where was Cris? We’d been touching. I tried to see if she was still with me by holding my arms out and turning in a slow, careful circle. I found nothing. She wasn’t invisible; she was gone. 
“Shit!” So much for our plan of staying together.
I didn’t know if there was a time limit, so I got back to business. I pulled up the character tab, intrigued on what information it held on me. My avatar circled on a floating podium to the right of my vision. It was disconcerting seeing myself like that. I regularly had the same, distant, vacant expression, but I looked one step up from a houseplant. My dark brown hair was far better combed than its usual tousled look. I think they called it bed head. If that meant crawling out of my pit without doing anything to tidy it up, then yes, it was bed head. Recreated in digital format, my eyes freaked me the hell out. They were glassy and dead like the characters from The Polar Express. I expected Tom Hanks to jump out at any moment and demand my ticket or offer me hot chocolate with a subtle air of brooding menace. He and his ticket puncher remained in my imagination, so I gave up on admiring myself and looked at the information panel. 
Name: Mark Craig
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Class: Not yet selected
Level: 1 
Strength: 9
Dexterity: 6
Constitution: 8
Intelligence: 6
Wisdom: 3
Charisma: 6
Luck: 7
Skills: None
Abilities: None
Perks: None
Celestial Affinities: None
I had nothing to compare the stats against, but the low wisdom stung a little. My life choices weren’t perfect I’ll admit. At a value of 3 I was liable to fall for timeshare scams and send my bank details to Nigerian princes who needed to transfer money out of the country. Considering my general lifestyle, it wasn’t a surprise that my strength and constitution values were the highest. I could see no way of checking if there was a carry limit linked to the number  like there was in some RPGs. My dexterity was lower than I’d have guessed. I was nimble on my feet for one thing. I offset this knowledge with my inability to really master twitch muscle games and conceded they might have a fair point. I was somewhat satisfied with my intelligence. I was no Einstein, granted, but I could pick things up fairly quickly if I set my mind to it. Lastly came my charisma. I’d be working my arse off to make friends with a score of 6. On the plus side, I doubt I’d have random people physically assaulting me for no apparent reason in the street.
Fuck it. They were what they were. Gaming had taught me one thing; they would only go up as the worlds unfolded. As long as I didn’t die, anyway. Work, work, work. Grind, grind, grind. That was always the key.
I gave no more thought to the Not yet selected and None categories. They would no doubt unlock when the time was right. 
Closing it out, my other me disappeared. Thank god! There was something altogether too creepy about my dead eyed stare that gave me the willies.
I selected the inventory tab and found it completely barren of goods. No helmet, no armour, no trousers, nothing. There were the typical weapon and ring slots alongside the common bodily garments. A set of ten boxes along the bottom gave me shortcuts to whatever skill or item I popped in them. My natural gamer came out and I salivated over the loot I would populate the page with. 
My next choice was the quests tab. It had two separate sub-categories which were main quests and optional quests. I thrilled at the options. I was the side quest master. If a farmer on the way to town had busted a wheel, I was neck deep in the forest collecting wood to fashion a replacement. A crazy witch in the same forest needed ten herbs that left a purple residue on my hands and the feeling of a bad trip? You’d better believe I’m bagging those drugs. If the local militia required help killing a band of outlaws? Just call me Jesse James. Wait. He was one of them. I meant Wyatt Earp. It was my sworn duty to bring them sumbitches back in, dead or alive. If I’d had a spittoon, I’d have probably spat nowhere near it at that point, splashing my own bare feet with tobacco juice instead.
Unsurprisingly, the entire quest interface was empty. I wasn’t in the game yet. 
Next up was the journal which was once again broken into two main categories. The first was world information including lore and characters, and the second was a bestiary. All were empty except for a bland description of myself under the character tab.
Mark Craig. A childless, single, unsuccessful business owner.
“Charming. If I wanted to be insulted I’d have stayed with Sophia.”
There were only two tabs left which consisted of pets and relationships. The pets menu was empty, and the relationships was just a long series of question marks covering both the names of the unknown factions and my status with them. 
I returned to the main HUD and tried to configure it a bit more. With a thought, I cleared all tabs and borders except for health, mana, hotkeys, and the mini map. It was far less intrusive that way and I could summon the rest with a single direction. 
“You’ve totally got this.”
I checked my current health and magic pools. Both were grey and flashing in warning.
“What the hell? Maybe you don’t got this.”
A gentle breeze would kill me. On top of that, if I had a spell, which I didn’t, it would be about as powerful as a wet fart. Less so in fact. A wet fart had the chance to cause nausea in one’s enemies. With a barely existent mana pool I could probably summon up a pyrokinetic show revolving around a small candle flame burning from the tip of my finger. Provided the enemy was obliging and stood still long enough, I might be able to singe some hair or set their clothes on fire. 
“Hey! What’s the deal?” I yelled at nothing and got no reply. I knew the bastards could hear me, they’d made the place I was standing in after all. Either they were snickering behind their tentacles, they didn’t give a shit, or it would be revealed in due course. 
It was at that point I did something stupid, which isn’t technically out of character, but not when death is one single tick away. I bit my arm. And when I say bit, I gnawed on that meat like it was a hunk of mutton from a medieval feast table. My perfect, even, white teeth didn’t make a dent. As a side note, I was extremely proud of my smile. I worked damned hard at it. Anyway, I could feel the pliability of the skin and flesh, but I couldn’t pierce it. I couldn’t even feel the pressure I was exerting when I tried to pinch a smaller patch of forearm between my pearly whites.
It was at that point I did something even more stupid. I punched myself in the face. My knuckles connected. Nothing happened. No broken nose. No fat lip. So in all honesty, I was tempted to chalk that test up as a clever thing to do. I’d proved I was immune to damage in this place. I might be daring, but I would not be repeating the manoeuvre out in the real worlds. There would be plenty of enemies that would gladly take swipes at me.
Due to the lack of interaction with the interface, the HUD turned slightly opaque which gave me an unfettered view of the bright, unpopulated world. 
I realised I had nothing else to do. 
“I’d like to move forward now please.”
“Are you sure you want to leave the HUD acclimatisation level?”
“Yes.”
The same sensation came over me and I rode it out like a trooper. 
Snap!
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Chapter 7

Decisions, Decisions


I was in a grey room ten feet square. The walls were plain except for a single door set into the wall in front of me. It carried centuries in the dirty grain, which stood in stark contrast to the smooth concrete around it. A screen floated in the middle of the room directly between me and the exit. There was no visible way of opening the door; no handle, no latch, no lock, so I gave up and turned my attention to the tablet. The display was blank until I tapped the glass. A menu appeared with a variety of headings. Page one had eight options which read as follows – 
1. Tutorial Dungeon
2. A Green and Pleasant Land
3. Happy Happy Fun Land
4. Stop Bugging Me
5. Prehistoric Pandemonium
6. Hellscape Nightmare
7. Mecha Tyrannicus
8. Realm of the Lich King
I switched to page 2, but it was populated with eight lines of question marks interspersed with skulls. Pages 3 and 4 were the same, and I gave up looking any further. The first title was self-explanatory, but I opened it anyway.
Tutorial Dungeon – For the timid amongst you. This two tier dungeon will teach you the basics of combat and looting. The enemies and bosses are capped at level 4. Unless you’re a complete moron, you’ve got a better than 50% chance of success.
World size – Very small
I put my chances at less than twenty percent based on the final line. I was unable to help myself and picked number 3.
Happy Happy Fun Land – A place of happiness and fun. And happiness. The Pixie Queen Magnolia Leafwillow has brought her love of happiness and fun to the world. Rabbits bound happily through the meadows of fun. Cats have unlimited happy milk to lap up. Dogs have self-throwing fun sticks. Sheep bleat happily in green pastures. Pigs roll in the fun mud. Unicorn farts smell of happy roses. Fairies spread happiness and fun with their magic. Did we mention it was a fun place? It totally is. Nothing Grimm to see here. You can trust us. 
World size - Medium
I didn’t trust them at all. I could picture the person typing with tears streaming down their terrified face. Queen Magnolia was swirling a fireball in the background. It was made to sound easy, but that was subjective when you were a complete newbie to the ‘game’. The sneaky little addition of Grimm hadn’t escaped my notice either. The modern retellings of the original fairy-tales were sanitised and cheery. I remembered reading the horrific originals in a corner of the local library when I was a boy and shuddered. Child murder and worse. I closed it down and tried number 2.
A Green and Pleasant Land – Boglug Gutrender has emerged from the caverns beneath Mount Whitespear. Decades after the crushing defeat of his predecessor by Grand Marshal Milton Dawnstar, the legendary tinkerer wants retribution. Driven by their genius goblin masters, the orcish hordes raze everything in their path. Towns and villages fall under the green wave that is washing across the kingdom. Refugees and the remnants of Dawnstar’s defeated armies flee for their lives towards the last bastions of human life on the far side of Grimwolf Forest to the east. Should these fortresses fall, so too will the world itself. 
World size - Large
Orcish armies and fallen kingdoms? Sod that. It was like something out of Warhammer. Aside from the tutorial dungeon, I was zero for two on my choices. Number 4 was next.
Stop Bugging Me – What do you get when you cross a faculty of nerdy entomologists and a secret nuclear experiment in the bowels of the university? This isn’t a joke! You get insects the size of frickin’ busses! When the prototype fusion reactor fails, the radiation released triggers an extreme evolutionary response from the insects kept in the lab above. Growing in mass by hundreds, sometimes thousands of times, humanity now finds itself hunted by the cold, emotionless bugs we all used to crush under our boots or burn with magnifying glasses for fun. Oh, you didn’t? My bad. I’m not a serial killer. Honest. Just don’t look in my basement. What? 
World size – Large
“Nope. Let’s see what’s behind door number 5.”
Prehistoric Pandemonium – 65 million years in the making, and they’re very, very hungry. From lawyers cowering on toilets, to innocent goats staked out in the open, nothing is safe. Spliced in to the prehistoric genetic code were advances in intelligence, and a hidden secret that only adds to the danger. They’re now taking over the world, one area at a time. They’re at the top of the food chain. We rank somewhere above gophers. At least they can burrow when they’re in danger. You will need to fight back against the Jurassic menace and uncover the secret that will send them back to the tar pits from whence they came. 
World size - Large
“Are you kidding me?”
I imagined myself slipping down some huge carnivore’s digestive tract. Then I imagined myself as a massive pile of shit that Jeff Goldblum remarked upon in a partly buttoned black shirt. I wasn’t sure which was the most humiliating, though I suspected the former would be the more painful part of the process. 
“This just gets worse and worse. Don’t they have any safety protocols in these bloody labs?”
I clicked on 6.
Hellscape Nightmare – The Gates of Hell were thrown open and the mighty legions of that fiery realm subjugated our world. The demon lords farm souls from the last surviving humans to feed their infernal war machine in preparation for the Final Battle with Heaven. Small groups survive by hiding and moving from shelter to shelter. You will need to find these warriors and join their ranks. From the shadows you will strike back, liberate the slaves, and crush the demon princes that control the sulphurous horrors. Only then can the Gates of Hell be sealed for good. Or a few years, anyway. There’s always some arsehole trying to summon the devil.
World size - Large
“Fuck. Right. Off.”
7.
Mecha Tyrannicus – We created the machines to serve us coffee and clean up our mess. A crazed tech billionaire hacked their code and made them his own personal army. Now they serve us our guts on a plate. The world’s war machines have been fighting valiantly, but for every one we kill, they build ten more. We’re on the verge of annihilation. Only by joining the resistance can you hope to fight back. Find the Phased Plasma Rifle in the 40 Watt range, the only weapon capable of penetrating the armour of the mechanical overlord, and end the reign of terror before we’re all terminated.
World size - Medium
“That makes more sense.”
I’d often thought a certain cyborg looking fucker from Silicon Valley had plans to enslave humanity with his toxic slurry pit of a social platform. I didn’t relish being laser blasted by a glowing eyed terror in a dank tunnel, however, so I closed that one down and clicked on the final world. 
Realm of the Lich King – In the mystical kingdom of Tulahr, the banished warrior mage Hamon Dred has fallen to the darkness and emerged as a powerful necromancer. Dwelling in the long shunned fortress of Bloodfang Citadel in the barren north, he has summoned the Lich King Raz’Gharag. Together they have raised an army of supernatural creatures. Their undead blight has spread like a plague, consuming all before it. The strong fade and perish. The land itself withers and rots. All that is good and warm in the world is under threat from the seeping chill of their touch. You must rekindle the flame of humanity and burn the corruption from the land, lest all fall forever to the dark.
World size - Large
I facepalmed. “For the love of god, can I get some better choices? Like investigate the alcohol in the beach resort of Benalmadena?”
“No!”
“Oh, so you can hear that then?”
“Make your choice, human. Or stay in that room and die.”
That sounded ominous. I expected the ceiling to sprout spikes and begin dropping. I didn’t have a Willie Scott to reach through giant insects to save me, though. I was a six-two-and-a-half Short Round, prone to disaster. I just hoped I’d have the same blind luck that the plucky character had when the time came. 
“You’re not giving me many options here!”
“You have eight.”
“Very funny! You know what I mean!”
They didn’t respond any further. Common sense dictated the next page was only going to contain harder worlds to overcome, so asking the aliens to unlock them was pointless. To have any real chance of survival, I had one choice. The only world that would help me to learn when I was completely ignorant of the rules of the game. I pressed 1 for the Tutorial Dungeon and the ancient door in front of me creaked open on unoiled hinges. 
“Weapons? Armour?”
Our new overlords said nothing.
“Shall I beat them with my dick?”
“Only if you want to do zero damage.”
“Oh, you’re funny fuckers, aren’t you?” I gave every angle of the room the finger. 
With a cringe inducing groan-scrape, streamers of dust fell from the ceiling as it started to drop. I shielded my eyes and saw seams that hadn’t existed a moment ago. I spent a split second wondering how they’d done it before realising they could do absolutely anything they wanted. They’d travelled from another reality for goodness sake. 
I was in their world now.
Without further pause, I snatched up my imaginary brown fedora and charged into the darkness to escape the newly revealed spikes.
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Chapter 8

Here Goes Nothing


I found myself at the end of a long passage that resembled one of the many castles I’d visited in the real world. Layers of large limestone blocks and mortar meshed into bleak, cold walls. I checked behind me and it was solid stone which wasn’t unexpected. There would be no scuttling back into the killer room even if I’d wanted to.  
Torches burned in iron sconces, throwing pools of weak orange light onto the damp walls. Water was trickling in places to form small pools on the flagstones. Mineral deposits from years of runoff glittered on the walls. Being below ground, I reached out and took one of the torches. As soon as my fingers touched the handle, the flame was doused and it disappeared.
“What the hell?”
Item – Torch (common) 
Type – Weapon/utility
Description – A stick topped with wrapped cloth, dipped in resin.
User Requirements – None
Effect – Illuminates the dark corners of your fevered imagination. Is that something hiding in the shadows? Now you can know for sure before you get eaten.
Can be used to ignite combustibles.
Misc – None.
“Well, ok. I’m getting the hang of this.”
A new tab was flashing that hadn’t been visible before. It was for new achievements. These things were really going all out on the immersion.
Achievement Unlocked – Enter a dungeon.
Description – You’ve picked your first trial! Way to go! Now you just have to survive the never-ending threats contained within them. Only kidding. There are some safe areas. You just have to find them.
Reward – None. You’re one step closer to saving humanity. Isn’t that enough?
There was a second. 
Achievement Unlocked – Loot your first item
Description – You’ve worked out how to use your hands to pick things up! There’s no stopping you now, champ!
Reward – The item you just looted. We’re not made of rewards.
“That’s a bit stingy.”
I opened the inventory to look for my torch and found a new gift that had escaped my attention. After slipping it on, I was no longer completely naked, just mostly naked. 
Item – Adventurer’s Loincloth (common) 
Type – Clothing
Description – A black loincloth, basic and snug. Not blue.
User Requirements – Strength 1, Dexterity 1
Effect – Hides one’s modesty from the creatures of the dungeon. They don’t want to see that thing! Lol. 
Misc - None
The bastards had the capability to listen in and recall my exchange with Cris in the arcade. I had to move on with the assumption that everything was available to them, memory, history, and day to day activities. I was an open book, their tentacles turning my pages at a whim. I wasn’t sure why, but that really pissed me off. I hadn’t done much to be ashamed of, but what sort of person doesn’t have a few secrets? Some unkind words or thoughts conjured unbidden and immediately regretted. A few events that they wish they could have a second chance to relive. I was also concerned at their bizarre behavioural change. They had arrived as merciless, humourless conquerors, and now they were throwing out sarcasm bombs like they were at the Universal Sarcasm Awards on Planet Sarc in the Sarcastic System. 
“What’s the deal with that?” I called.
My voice echoed away down the passage and I stumbled back in fear when a chittering shriek answered.
“There goes that twenty percent down to ten,” I groaned. “Think before you act, moron!”
I activated the torch and waited. With the game now in play, I increased the visibility of my HUD. The mini-map was mostly obscured by the fog of war. A small, uncovered circle around my dot showed the straight passage and nothing else. I listened harder and could just make out the skittering of claws on stone. From the distant junction, a pair of dark furred creatures appeared. As they scurried towards me, their presence was marked on the periphery of the observable map with two red dots.
I backed up against the stone which was frigid and moist against my skin. The torch was wavering as my hand trembled. It wasn’t that I hated rats, it was more that I was scared of rats that were five times the size of their normal kin. Their eyes were twin spots of glowing hatred. Saliva dripped from their cracked, yellow fangs. Their black fur was slick and crusted with filth.
“Who’s a good rat then?” I cooed weakly as they picked up speed. 
I didn’t know what else to say. I wasn’t a violent person by nature unless it was forced upon me. I’d assumed I could switch off my morality in the same way I did when I was hacking apart pixelated critters in any one of a hundred games that sat on my hard drive. Now that I was face to face with what seemed to be living, breathing creatures, it wasn’t that easy. I jabbed out with the torch which managed to keep them at bay within the narrowness of the passage. 
“Think!”
I tried. What came to mind was even more terrifying than the rats.
“My health!”
I waved the flame back and forth while concentrating on my flashing health pool. The bar was now filled with red, and I almost collapsed with relief. 
One of the rodents made a play for me but got a blazing tip to the snout for its trouble. It pawed at the injury while its companion tried unsuccessfully to sneak past. 
Where was their health? My question triggered its immediate appearance over their bulky forms. The one I’d burned had just under half remaining which made no sense from a bit of light blistering and burned whiskers. It renewed its attack and I lashed out with my bare foot, catching it a glancing blow. The thing squealed shrilly as it slammed against the wall. My guard dropped as it fell to the ground, shuddered in its death throes, and curled into a corpse ball. Its friend darted in and nipped at my calf. The dirty incisors had none of the problems my teeth had in the previous room and pierced through effortlessly. I screamed in a most unwarriorlike way and batted at its flank with the torch. Two blows was enough to see its health vanish and it curled into the same form as the other corpse. 
Status Effect – Bleed (training)
Description – You have been wounded by an enemy. Use a healing cloth to bind the wound (A clean one, we don’t want infections) or use a potion. In the real worlds, this effect will be far more severe.
Duration – 1 minute. 
“Damnit,” I hissed, looking at the ragged punctures from which my blood trickled freely. I had neither cloth, nor healing ability, so I would need to suffer the loss on top of the points already taken by the bite. I double checked, and my pool was sitting at over ninety five percent. This was most definitely a training area if a half torn off muscle could be brushed off with such small cost. I noticed a glowing droplet of blood flashing on my HUD next to the red bar, so at least I would know when I’d been given something nasty. I sat on the ground and laid the torch aside. Putting pressure on the wound did nothing to stymie the bleeding which confirmed real world solutions may not transfer to the game world. It had said healing cloth, whatever that meant. As the bleeding effect reached the minute mark it took a tiny sliver of health, shrinking my bar slightly.
Status Effect – Ended
I was injured and I’d only just set foot in the place, which bode slightly less favourably than a snowball in hell. My ten percent survival chance deleted the zero. 
I was in pain and bloody miserable. 
I missed Honey and Marco. I missed Marmite on toast. 
I missed Mrs Atkins’ slightly pervasive aroma of stagnant wee. 
This was only the tutorial dungeon for god’s sake! What possible hope did I have against necromancers and goblin kings? Beneath my sticky, blood saturated hands, I felt something give. Pulling them away, the holes were slowly closing of their own accord. The drizzle of claret slowed and then stopped completely. I felt the agonising throb abate second by second as the skin reformed while I stared at it open-mouthed. 
“What on earth?” 
I probed at the unscarred calf with my bloodied fingers, expecting lingering pain or at the very least severe subdermal bruising. Nothing. Tentatively rotating my foot and flexing, I knew there had to be something remaining of the damage. There wasn’t. It felt as good as new. I pulled up the health bar and it directed me to the constitution stat. 
Constitution – A player’s constitution dictates many factors. Among these is resilience to contact status effects, stamina, increases to health pool value at level-up, regeneration, and others. 
There was a secondary tab to give more information, but I’d seen the word I was looking for. Regeneration. Suddenly, my melancholy fell away and I felt almost normal. I could afford to slip up and learn from the mistakes rather than face a doom laden gong and the words Game Over manifesting on my dying vision in bold red typeface. Knowing that, I still made a vow to try and make as few mistakes as possible and not put that brief surge of excitement to the ultimate test. I was not immortal. I doubt if the rodent had fastened its teeth on my neck I’d have been sat there with a cheesy grin on my face. In fact, I doubt I would’ve even had a face as the creatures peeled it away to feed their young. I felt very naked in my loincloth and wondered where the first armour drops might be. 
Looking at the two corpses, I was still nauseated at having killed them, but I needed to move past that. And fast. It was kill or be killed. 
Climbing to my knees, I reached out towards the bodies.
Corpse – Ratling (Level 1)
I ignored the loot function and tried the bestiary.
Name – Ratling 
Description – The smallest and weakest of the dungeon dwellers. They’re life’s garbage disposal units, gnawing their way through our leftovers. Now they’re eager to gnaw through you! Larger variants carry a taint in their bites. Keep them at arm’s length!
Weakness – Fire. 
Immunities – Disease.
That explained the charred snout’s excessive damage. I wondered if there was a way to check for vulnerabilities in the enemies before summoning them with a mistimed yell. It was something to consider before the next encounter. Because of the proximity of the bodies, the loot was collectible from a single icon. Another thing about my normal playstyle is that I was a loot hoarder. I picked up everything, no matter how random or mundane and I held on to that shit come hell or high water. I saw no evidence in my inventory or loot descriptions that indicated the items held weight. In the games from the real world, I was often torn between realism and the aggravation weight limits brought with them. I wanted every dragon bone I could carry god damnit! 
Item – Ratling tail (common) 
Type – Consumable
Description – Delicious after grilling. Like a crunchy meat stick with middling chance of disease surviving the heat. 
User Requirements – None. Chow down!
Effect – Restores HP over time. 
Misc – May cause disease.
They went in the pack untouched.
Item – Ratling fur  (common) 
Type – Crafting
Description – Can be made into snazzy black loincloths for the discerning adventurer.
User Requirements – Crafting (1)
Effect – Cosy Crotch. Comfort increased by eight percent.
Misc – May cause disease. Down there. It itches. Then falls off. Or in if you’re a lady.
I looked in horror at my underpants and quickly dropped them. Checking the item description of my briefs again, it made no mention of their nefarious origin. It just said common loincloth.
“I’ll just have to chance it,” I said, gingerly pulling them back up.
I awaited the mocking laughter of the aliens as my junk shrivelled and died. When nothing untoward happened, confirming that they were not from the rats, I breathed a sigh of relief and moved on.
Item – Minor Healing Potion (common) 
Type – Consumable 
Description – A tonic created by the fae of the Nightwillow cult. Tastes like arse but it gets the job done. Combine to increase potency.
User Requirements – None
Effect – Heals HP 
Misc – Stank breath for ten minutes. Troll females find this irresistible.
That potion, halitosis or not, went straight into the quick slot bar. The skinless, tailless corpses looked even more pitiable and I quickly walked past the red mess. 
So far I’d killed two rats and almost lost a leg.
This was going to be a long tutorial. 
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Chapter 9

First Contact


I noticed the flashing achievement tab and opened it as I approached the junction.  
Achievement Unlocked – First Kill
Description – You managed to murder something less lethal than your childhood hamster. As a fully grown adult. I hope you’re proud.
Reward – Minor Healing Potion x 2
Achievement Unlocked – Corpse Thief
Description – You looted a dead body. Two hundred years ago they’d have hanged you for that. 
Reward – Minor Mana Potion x 2
“You built the bloody game! What else are we supposed to do?”
At the mention of the mana I checked my pool and discovered it was a fraction of my health value. My spell tome was a series of blank pages, so the point was moot. Old habits die hard, however, and I popped the useless blue vials in the hotkey next to the red one. I was bound to learn something magic at some point.
I peeked around the corner and found both tunnels uninhabited. My second old habit was to go with my writing hand, so I turned left. Darkness followed in my wake as I stole every available torch. I’d noticed no discernible dimming of the flame over time, but it paid to prepare for a time limit. That and they were just sat there for the taking, so why not? The fog of war retreated in the corner of my vision. A parallel path appeared to my right with a small room, inset with a flashing star. I would need to walk on and double back to investigate. 
I fell into a crouch when the familiar chitter came from the crossroads ahead. My achievement tab started to glow.
Achievement Unlocked – Stealthy Shenanigans
Description – You’ve entered stealth mode. A combination of dexterity and wisdom control the likelihood that your attempt to attack like a punk are successful. Pussy.
Reward – Coward’s Dagger.
Without a proper active weapon, the dagger immediately appeared in my left hand. I checked it out.
Item – Coward’s Dagger (common) 
Type – Weapon (1 hand/dual wield)
Description – Et tu, Brute? Your snivelling cowardice might keep you alive, but at what cost? As you slip the blade into your enemy’s back, you can feel a corresponding wound to your self-esteem. As well you should!
User Requirements – Strength 3, Dexterity 3.
Effect – Double base damage on successful backstab or stealth attack. 
Misc – None.
An information tab appeared in my vision and I remained crouched while I read it. 
Skills are currently locked for the tutorial dungeon. Progress towards level ups will activate upon entry to main quest worlds. 
Giving the choices a cursory check, I found basic trees catering to different styles of combat and weaponry. They were irrelevant at that moment, so I closed them down and looked at the stiletto type weapon. Its blade was thin, but razor sharp. The handle was bright yellow, for obvious reasons.
Clever, I thought.
I shuffled forward, keeping low to the ground and checked both ways. The ratlings were picking scraps from the bones of an old skeleton. Its skull was tilted backwards in an endless scream. I knew it was poor form, but I checked the other two passages for threats, then moved forward with exaggerated care. If I’d been in full plate, I doubt the attempt would’ve succeeded. As I was mostly naked and shoeless, I got right up on the two creatures. I felt like a piece of shit as I quickly stabbed both of them through the spine. So much so that I gagged on the club sandwich that wanted to escape my gut in liquid form. 
That was something I needed to come to terms with quickly. They felt like flesh and bone, living and breathing. Their fur and flesh parted under the blade, wet and red, but they were only a construct of the beings who had gate-crashed our planet. I was the only real thing in the dungeon. 
I looted their corpses and left the mess behind. The skeleton itself had six copper coins which went into my pack, which in turn opened another new tab on my HUD. Six measly copper. I was so poor I would be grateful to chew on the crunchy, diseased tails.
Taking the next right, I doubled back on myself and found the mysterious room. It had a replica of the door I used to enter the dungeon. Once again, there was no lock or handle. 
“I wonder how you work?”
The words acted like an incantation and it swung wide open, the creak carrying away down both legs of the passage. I was expecting a loot chest after spying the star. What I found was a tiny room with a table, two chairs, a little cot bed, and a wizened old man grinning at me. 
“Come in! Come in!” He had more gaps than teeth as he beckoned me to enter.
I took one step before stopping dead in my tracks. Though the old guy was no looker, I couldn’t help but feel this was some kind of honeypot. I’d step inside and the old gent would turn out to be hastily packed explosives which detonated with a cackle of mad laughter. 
“It’s not a trap,” he said cheerfully.
“That exactly what a trap would say!”
He rubbed at his stubbled chin. “I see your point. How can I convince you?”
“Lift up your shirt.”
He frowned at the bizarre request, but complied. There were no explosives wrapped tightly around his frail body.
“Are you ticking?”
“Why would I be tickling? I’m alone with no one to tickle.”
I rolled my eyes at his purposeful mishearing. “Ticking! Like a bomb!”
“Not to my knowledge,” he said, awkwardly listening to himself.
I gave the room a cursory inspection which took no time at all. It looked like a broom closet that had been repurposed as a cheap bedroom for an unwanted stepchild. “Who are you?”
“I’m Bartholomew Ferdinand, but you can call me Bart,” he said, amiably.
“Do I need to fight you?”
“Good heavens, I hope not!” he blurted, horrified.
“Why?”
“Because I’d kill you, and I don’t want to do that.”
I sized him up. Seven stone would be an overly generous guess. If he was on the healthy side of eighty I’d eat my hat. But I didn’t have a hat. 
He nodded in sudden understanding. “I can see you’re still thinking in terms of your own world. That would be a terrible mistake.”
“Enlighten me then.”
“Step inside and close the door. Then we can talk properly.”
“You’re not going to explode are you?”
“Only of excitement at meeting you. Come on in!”
I readied my knife, just in case. Stepping through the entrance, the entire scene changed as I stepped over the threshold. From a room little larger than a prison cell, it transformed into a suite fit for a king. A cavernous fireplace crackled with burning logs. A coat of arms rested atop the mantel. The walls were adorned with paintings of peculiar lands that made my mind reel from their strangeness. The bed had become a massive four-poster with feather pillows and thick mattress. The old man was still sat at the table, but it had now elongated from the filthy, stained hunk of wood to a beautifully varnished masterpiece of craftsmanship. Two goblets waited at either end. 
“Take a seat.”
I didn’t hear his invite as I marvelled at my surroundings. “How did you do this?”
“Our realm is most unlike your own. That will suffice for now.”
“Are we there now?”
Bart shook his head. “No. We’re still on your world.”
“Am I in bed? Is this a dream? Like virtual reality.”
“No. This is reality reality. On our terms.”
“I don’t understand.” I slumped into the chair miserably, picking up the cup.
The goblet was empty and I was parched. My kingdom for some water! It appeared out of nowhere, crisp and clear, and I recoiled in my seat. If it hadn’t been an antique throne-like chair weighing two hundred pounds, I’d have tipped it over. Instead, I just caused a heavy thud as the front feet slammed back to the ground and covered myself with the newly appeared drink.
“How?” I spluttered.
“Magic!” he exclaimed, then laughed. “Not really. It’s just your telepathic augments creating what you want.”
“What if I wanted a twenty-eight ounce steak, well done?”
Pop! The silver platter with perfectly cooked beef appeared. Some called me a monster for the way I had my steak, but I knew the right way to have it. None of that medium rare rubbish.
“Holy shit!” I gasped, cutting into the charred meat. “What about a gatling gun?”
The table remained topped with only the food and my freshly replenished goblet.
Bart was looking at me distastefully. “Leaving aside your callous destruction of that glorious meal, you can’t create anything that will help you in the game world. I think the steak would work well as a projectile if you threw it. A copper bath to soak in, however? No problem. A copper sword? No.”
“Copper’s soft. It wouldn’t last.”
“Softer than that steak, that’s for sure. Material densities aside, do you understand?”
I gave him a nod as I cut a chunk of meat and stuffed it into my mouth. “Where are we?” I asked as juices dribbled down my chin. Knowing I must look a right slob, I conjured a napkin and dabbed at it.
“This is one of the game’s saferooms. If you look closely, you can see the dark blue outline and the faint blue hue to the actual room. That way you’ll know it’s not a trap.”
I checked and he was right. “Will this be the same in all the other worlds?”
“Yes. But you can’t enter if you are engaged in combat.” He snapped his fingers as something came to him. “And being chased is also considered engaged in combat, even if you aren’t that keen on fighting whatever’s chasing you.”
“So no hiding?”
“Not in here. Sorry.”
I sipped at the water, checking for peculiarities in the flavour. Aside from being the most deliciously clean water I’d ever tasted, it seemed to be fine. As I put the golden cup down, I finally noticed I was completely clean of all the muck and gore from fighting. If it could be called that. 
“Wow. No need to wash, huh?”
“No. Entering the saferoom not only removes all lingering status effects, but it also cleans you into the bargain.”
“So, who are you?”
“Bartholomew Ferdinand. Bart.”
“That’s your name,” I replied. “I mean, who are you?”
He became animated and jumped from his chair, far more spry than I expected. “I’m your personal guide! A mentor, if you will. Within limits. I’ll be available to you in any saferoom with just a thought.”
“You don’t stay here while I sleep?”
“That would be creepy.”
“Agreed.” I fell into silence and watched the greedy flames eating unsuccessfully at the thick logs. I had a million questions, but at that point, I was mute.
Bart studied me for a solid minute before breaking the silence. “You’ve done well so far.”
“Thanks.”
“Do you have any questions?”
I sighed. “Too many to process if I’m honest.”
“Would you like me to lay out the basics while you gather your thoughts?”
What did I have to lose? I shrugged. “Go ahead.”
“From my records, I see you’re already familiar with the user interface, so I won’t rehash that. One of the questions you had as you were moving around was about enemy, or ‘mob’ information. You can pull up their unique portrait at any time just by thinking of the mob type. The first thing you’ll see is their name and their level. I don’t have to tell you that anything with a skull is probably way above your ability to fight, so make use of those legs. Depending on the enemy’s level, some or all information may be hidden from you. Try it with me.”
Having prior knowledge of my foe would be far more use than checking the bestiary after I’d managed to defeat it. Forewarned is forearmed and all that. I thought of Bart and it created an aura around him topped with a flashing skull and three question marks. 
“Other than the fact it seems you can kill me with a pencil, I can’t see your level.”
“It’s because I’m one of the realm masters. We can’t be hurt by anyone or anything in the dungeons.”
“Not even the bosses?”
“Bosses, schmosses.,” he scoffed.
“That must be helpful.”
“Not really. We usually only manifest in the safe areas, so they can’t reach us even if they wanted to.”
“You said usually?”
“Like I said, we’re the realm masters. Now, think of my portrait and you can get a rundown of any stats you’re able to discern.”
I did as instructed but the entire thing was useless.
Name – Bartholomew Ferdinand
Description – Realm Master. Sponsor of: Mark Craig. ??????????
Weakness – ??????????
Immunities – ??????????
“I can’t see anything. It’s all just question marks.”
“Unless you have a really low wisdom, you should be able to… Oh,  I see.”
“I’ll work on it, ok!” 
Bart frowned, deep in thought. “It’s not absolutely necessary, but it helps.”
“Are you generated by the aliens? Like a computer model.”
The old man laughed heartily. I didn’t see the joke. 
“Not at all!” he exclaimed.” I’m actually one of the beings sent to destroy your world.”
Well that sure pissed in my cornflakes. “You’re not an old man?”
“In your understanding of time, I’d be ancient. But no, this weak shell is just for visual effect. A non-threatening NPC type avatar to provide assistance to the humans.”
NPC, so non player character. He was in, but outside of the game. That made sense. His presence in the dungeon on the other hand was a wild card that I didn’t understand.
“Why are you helping me if you want to destroy us?”
Bart sat down and leaned on the table. “Because as we were beginning our final approach for the sterilisation of Earth, I started to get the feeling it was wrong. Yes, you’re a violent and selfish species that cares little for the world around you. But when I started to examine humans on an individual level, I found great kindness and empathy. Acts of sacrifice so profound they made many of us question the mission. We convinced our masters to allow humanity a chance to earn their survival.”
“And they listened?”
Bart nodded.
Our own leaders were arrogant fucknuggets who were so fond of sniffing their own farts that they would rather die than listen to reason. It explained a lot of our problems when I thought about it. 
“If you wanted us to prove ourselves, why not allow soldiers and cops to play?”
“Because, with a few exceptions, they’ve already proven their selflessness. The warriors amongst your people may fight for different masters and banners, but at the core of their hearts is the desire to defend their homes and their families.”
“If that’s the case, haven’t we already proven ourselves worthy?”
“An exception doesn’t make the rule, Mark.”
It was the first time he’d used my name and I was taken aback at the familiarity. “You know who I am.”
“Of course. Each of us who spoke up in your defence have adopted a human player. You are mine. I will be with you until the bitter end.”
I laughed, a sickly sound that I quickly stopped. “I guess I should say thanks.”
Bart grimaced. “Knowing what’s coming, I wouldn’t.”
That sounded just peachy. I realised there was a question I really wanted to ask. I held his rheumy gaze while I wrestled with the benefit I’d gain by knowing, and how he would take it. After my transformation into an I-don’t-give-a-shit free spirit, I just went for it. “What do you really look like? Where are you from?”
“It’s beyond your comprehension. For now. Let’s get back to the game, shall we?”
That was a complete bust. 
“Can I die?”
“Yes.”
Shit! “Ok, let me rephrase. If I die, am I fully dead? Like, forever. A tunnel of white light. My relatives waiting to welcome me.”
“That all depends on how you lived your life.”
“Ha ha, that’s not what I mean. All that religious bullshit aside, am I fully dead?”
He shook his head. “No.”
“So I can respawn over and over?” That took a massive weight off my shoulders. I was about to visit surreal worlds of danger and intrigue. Likely more of the former if I was being honest.
“No.”
A trombone played a melancholy dirge. Womp womp wooooomp. 
“Ok, explain it real slow for the dumb ones at the back.”
He held his arms wide. “Where would the challenge be if you could just be revived an infinite amount of times?”
“Fair point. Continue.”
“There’s a price to pay, but you won’t know what it is. The knowledge may well break you. It’s been decided to keep it a secret. For now.”
“Well now you’ve said that, I’m already breaking! Jeez, you can’t say stuff like that and leave it! Come on, Bart!”
“I can’t and won’t say any more. Suffice it to say, there will be a limit to your chances.”
“Damn!” That invisible rock was a hard burden to bear. It was like getting a text for your significant other saying ‘we need to talk later’. About what!? Why?! What have I done!? And you would then spend the next few hours worrying yourself to distraction about the unknown ‘talk’. Nine times out of ten you knew exactly what it meant and should’ve started packing your bags and cancelling your shared Netflix account.
Bart favoured me with a supportive smile. “Just try your best not to die. That’s all I will say.”
“Fine!” I answered, stroppily. “What’s with all the extra stuff in my character tab? Perks, affinities, and stuff like that?”
“They come later as you conquer the worlds.”
“You’ve got a lot of faith in someone who almost got their arse kicked by a couple of low level sewer skulkers,” I muttered.
“It’s well placed,” he replied. “I can feel it.”
“What about a class?” I asked.
“Once you’ve attained level five, you will be able to decide your path going forward.”
“Like warrior, mage, that kind of thing.”
He interlocked his fingers and rested his chin on them. “Exactly.”
“Is this a solo deal? I haven’t seen anyone else.”
“The tutorial dungeon is a solo endeavour, yes.”
“But I can join groups in the other worlds?”
“That hasn’t been decided yet. At the moment, the answer is no. We want to test you on an individual level.”
At least there was a glimmer of hope. “If you do eventually let us work together, how do I go about finding my friend Cris?”
“Cris?”
“Cristal…” I sat there with my mouth open as I didn’t have a surname to offer. I hadn’t even asked when we’d met.
Bart knew. Of course he did. “Anderson.”
“Yeah, her. How do I pick her as my teammate? She’s the only other person I know who’s in here. Do I use telepathy again?”
“I can’t answer that as it’s not an option currently open to you.”
“So for the time being, we’ll all be doing our own thing in here?” 
“Yes. She and the others will be in other worlds, carrying out her own quests.”
“When you say other worlds, do you mean like she’s in the necro world while I’m in here kind of thing?”
“No. The challenges are chosen by telepathic consensus. The most thoughts win the day. Democracy at its finest,” he replied with a grin.
“And we all get dumped in mecha world when the time comes if it’s got the most votes? That might get awfully packed if we all end up at the starting point together.” I remembered launch days on WoW and the utter bedlam of hundreds of toons all logging in together. That was if you had the luck of finding a server that wasn’t overpopulated and full. 
“That can’t happen. As I’m sure you’ll appreciate, there are too many of you to throw into a single iteration of the world.”
“How many?”
Bart stared at me without answering, his eyebrow raised in disappointment.
“Ok, need to know basis and all that. You said the worlds aren’t virtual reality? How can you create enough of them to handle all of the volunteers?” I left out the question of how was it even possible to make the worlds in the first place.
“Our methods are…”
I knew exactly where he was going as he raised an eyebrow at me. “Beyond our comprehension, right? I get it.” He wasn’t wrong, was he? “Can you tell me anything about the training dungeon at all?”
“Only that it is small and comprises two levels. You will get to keep any loot you find along the way to use when you and your fellow volunteers decide on the first world.”
“Nothing about the enemies? The bosses?”
“You’ll see them for yourself soon enough. Provided you don’t fall asleep in their chambers or refuse to fight back, you should be fine.”
“And what if I’m feeling a little tired and take a nap?”
“Then your death will be extremely protracted and painful. I’m sure you’ll wake up at some point and stop it. Or maybe you just enjoy pain?”
“If there’s no challenge, what’s the point? I can’t imagine your people, things, beings, whatever, would be entertained by it.”
“Consider this your ‘child touching a hot oven’ teachable moment. It’s going to smart a little bit, but you’ll remember the lesson.”
“So that’s it? Nothing else to offer? I know you NPCs are supposed to be a bit vague to help build tension, but this is ridiculous.”
“You’ll have more answers when you reach a point where you need them, Mark. For now, you can either eat, sleep, or go and kill some enemies and build up that loot.”
I held up a finger. “On that point, do they feel pain? When I kill them, I mean?”
“You’re concerned for the wellbeing of things that want to end your life?” Bart cocked his head, as if I’d answered a question he hadn’t yet asked.
“I don’t want to hurt things if that’s what you’re asking. I’m not a psycho.”
“Then you’ll be happy to hear that although they may seem hurt or injured, they are biological creations with no real sense of pain. It’s a game engine response, no more.”
I’d only killed four mobs so far, but their suffering had been on my mind constantly. Pathetic, right? Call me what you want. I cared for animals. Unlike humans, they were not conscious of the decision to hunt, it was just nature. Honey and Marco were my whole world; the only thing that had never let me down. 
“May I say, you seem more at ease now.”
“I am,” I replied. I was. I’d thrown myself in the deep end without thinking through the ramification of my hasty decision to volunteer. Bart had thrown me a life ring so at least I could tread water. 
“I’ll leave you now. If you need me, think of me and I’ll appear.”
“In the safe rooms?” 
He nodded again. “In the safe rooms. As you get deeper into the stories, it might be that whole towns are safe areas. You’ll know by the…?”
“Blue outline and light blue colouration?” I answered.
“Very good. Best of luck, Mark. I’m rooting for you. Truly.”
Before I could thank him, Bart vanished without trace like several of my less successful dates. I was left alone in the toasty room, savouring the ambience. My steak was now cold, the juices congealing. I wished it away and ordered another. It appeared, steaming with heat.
“Yummy.”
I added some peppercorn sauce and tucked in like a condemned man. 
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Chapter 10

Once More Into The Fray


My steak was amazing which, considering our interstellar visitors could read my memories, was only to be expected. I had a quick look around the room but there was nothing lootable. The pictures would’ve been worth a pretty penny to any art vendor. I wasn’t tired, so I left the luxurious suite behind. Stepping back into danger, the temperature dropped slightly. I’d not noticed before that even the dank dungeon’s temperature was fairly well regulated.  
I could hear faint screeches that reminded me of what I faced.
“Suck it up, buttercup.” 
As the door closed, I found myself equipped with the torch and dagger once again. Turning right, I moved off in search of fresh prey. I disposed of several more ratlings without the same squeamishness as before. Their shrill death cries still grated on my sympathy nerves, but I squashed it down. I found more tails, furs, and healing potions on their bodies. I now understood what Bart had meant about stocking up and taking the loot with me. The healing potions alone would ensure a better chance of survival when we picked our starter world. 
“Please, not the Happy Happy Fun Land. For the love of god, anything but that!” I begged the other adventurers, hoping my telepathy would work on them.
The carbon copy passages started to test my patience. I noticed that the same looking clumps on fungi would periodically reappear as I was walking. So too did the small, colourful stalactites that sprouted from cracks in the ceiling. On closer inspection, they were the exact same objects. 
“You didn’t put much effort into this place, did you?” In a memory throttled computer game it was forgivable, but not in here.
My fog of war was slowly retreating and I found that my back and forth route had revealed a square maze with only one exit. On the periphery of my available view, there was another area parallel to what I deemed the starting zone. I hated the linear feel of the dungeon’s railroading progression. My idea of gaming heaven was a fully immersive open world where I could go where I wanted and if a giant should send me into the stratosphere with a swing from their tree club, then so be it. If I didn’t have so much to gain from crawling this particular dungeon, I’d already be looking for ways out.
The long corridor to the next area carried the stench of carrion. I could see trails of long dried blood on the ground, the brown crust turning to dust under my feet. Who or whatever had been dragged through, it had been a long time ago. 
No it hadn’t, I corrected myself, because this place didn’t exist yesterday. 
Quite why my brain went into realism defence mode, I couldn’t say. I actually wanted to immerse myself to a certain extent. It would help keep me sharp when the real danger appeared. 
I could make out the deeper timbre of a new enemy. It chittered a couple of times and then fell quiet as if it sensed my approach. I crouched again, with the express goal of testing the mob scrutiny function. I looked around the corner into a small chamber. The rat within was twice the size of its smaller brethren. Perched atop a nest of moist twigs and moss, it sniffed the air, trying to catch my scent as it sensed something amiss. I caught sight of human bones meshed into the overall construction of its den. Pushing down my disgust, I concentrated on the beast.
Name – Rat Matriarch
Description – Nestmother to the ratling swarms. When she’s not fornicating and churning out babies, she likes nothing better than snuffling through raw sewage for some tender morsels that you flushed away. Usually sweetcorn.
Weakness – Fire
Immunities - Disease
Ok, I thought, closing it down. That was pretty easy. 
I had more torches than I could count, so I reached back and lobbed the one in my hand. It thudded into her side and fell amongst the moist bedding. I’d assumed it was water, but the whole thing went up like it was doused in petrol. Blinded by the fire, the burning matriarch ran in a circle, her health bar ticking down rapidly. With a final shriek, she keeled over and crisped. At least the smell of burnt fur overwhelmed the stench of rotting flesh. The fire in the nest died away in typical game-like fashion, leaving the loot ready to collect. As I fully stood up, leaving whatever level of stealth I’d had, an almighty din of shrieking broke out. I hadn’t noticed the small apertures sat against the floor all around the room. The ratlings flowed out like water. Two, then five, then ten, all with murder in their beady little red eyes. I backed up in fear and equipped another torch. I looked at the dagger and decided to swap that out too. They followed me into the narrow passage and met my flailing weapons. I beat those little bastards like drums, two whacks each, straight to the back. Even with my new propensity for merciless destruction, I couldn’t hold them all back. They went for my legs to cut me down to their size. One fastened on each of my ankles, their jagged teeth tearing skin, muscle, and tendons. I crashed to the ground and shuffled myself back against the wall, crying out in pain as their thrashing bodies worried my flesh like terriers. 
I simultaneously activated a healing potion and dropped both of the blazing torches into the mass of ratlings. They scuttled backwards, leaving my two hungry hangers-on who were battling with the effects of the curative remedy to finish me off. Another thought brought my dagger and a fresh torch to bear. I stabbed at the first rat, catching it in the head. The single blow was enough to kill it and I saw a crit icon flash in my vision. A sustained press of the torch finished off the second. I climbed to my feet on unsteady legs as the wounds knitted themselves closed. 
“Come on, you furry bastards!”
They made the mistake of coming at me one by one, each receiving a jab in the eye with the pointy end for their troubles. With a final twitch of its hind legs, the last ratling died and curled up. I was battered and bleeding again. It occurred to me that I might not be cut out for the dungeon crawler life. Nearly every encounter I’d come up against I’d managed to mess up. It was tempting to go back to the safe room and just zone out for a while in front of the fire. I wasn’t normally one for self-pity, but those sewer dwelling shitbags had knocked my confidence. The pain was fleeting, but it still hurt like a son-of-a-bitch. Was my bad luck down to my low wisdom, or just a quirk of fate that everyone else going through the trial was encountering? I might’ve nearly died again, but I’d learned another valuable lesson. Always check out your surroundings. 
I recalled Bart’s mention of this being a teachable moment and felt like a toddler nursing a stinging palm.
After looting the bodies of the minions, I then moved on to big-momma. 
Corpse - Rat Matriarch (Level 2)
Item – Matriarch Bile (common) 
Type – Crafting
Description – The digestive juices of a mother who will never again see her children. You monster. Mix with other ingredients for varied effects.
Requirements – None
Effect – ???
Misc - ???

Item – Matriarch Fang (common) 
Type – Crafting
Description – Fangs of a matriarch. You know where they’ve been, right? Mix with other ingredients for varied effects.
Requirements – None
Effect – ???
Misc - ???

Item – Matriarch Milk (common) 
Type – Crafting
Description – Drawn from the mammaries of a mother rat. This stuff tastes great on cornflakes.
Requirements – None
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
I assumed the missing information would become evident once I started to play around with the materials. 
Item – Beggar Loafers (common) 
Type – Clothing
Description – Fragrant footwear of Harold the Beggar. Last seen entering the tutorial dungeon. Ignore the toe jam. Consider it Harold’s gift to you for avenging his death.
Requirements – Strength 1 Dexterity 1
Effect – None
Misc – None
As much as I was loathe to try them, I needed some protection for my feet. I slipped them on and retched at the slimy, damp feel. 
“Thanks, Harold.”
I picked the nest clean and found another sixteen copper pieces, which made me about as rich as the dead beggar whose skeleton had been weaved into the nest. 
This portion of the dungeon was similarly maze-like and I encountered a dozen more ratlings before reaching the second nest. The matriarch was asleep this time, snuggled amidst the twigs and moss. The same tunnels surrounded her lair, so I opted for a different tactic. I moved with care, laying a lattice using the dozens of torches I’d claimed. It formed a neat little row of fires at the chamber’s entrance. Summing another torch, I gripped it firmly and whistled. She awoke in an instant, notably more aggressive than her predecessor. Hissing, she charged as far as my blazing barricade.
“Ha! Not so clever now, are you?”
She glared at me and jumped. 
I yelped like a girl and stepped back. More out of shock than skill, I swept my left arm defensively, accidentally burying the dagger to the hilt in her head. The same crit icon flashed, and I realised the enemies were susceptible to major damage multipliers provided I found their weak spot. She fell dead at my feet as her brood swarmed from their hiding places. The memory of the last attack was still fresh, and I almost fled back the way I’d come, fearing they too would jump over my fiery shield. Instead of leaping the fire, the lower level mobs gnashed their teeth and glared at me on the other side of the blazing barrier. 
I uttered a rather more cautious, “Ha!” and waited for the flying teeth. They only ran back and forth, snapping at each other in frustration. 
Rejoicing at my genius, I almost forgot about the vile ooze squelching against my feet. Within the frenzy of movement, several of the ratlings were pushed forward against the flames. Six of the creatures fried without me having to do anything. The remaining four were far more careful. They hissed and spat at me.
“Don’t you get pissy with me! You were the ones who killed your brothers and sisters!”
I felt it was my duty to reunite them, so I liberally tossed torches until the whole room looked like a giant had lit a box of matches and then dropped them. In less than two minutes, the group were all dead. That had been the easiest fight by far, barring my lucky strike at the mother. The clean-up was just a simple case of mass collecting all the tossed torches and loot as I moved around the room. The light dimmed significantly once the flames were all safely extinguished and slipped into my pack. I was nearing thirty healing potions and the craftables were stacking up. The matriarch’s corpse had another bit of kit that I collected. 
Item – Harold’s Trousers (common) 
Type – Clothing
Description – A pair of patchy, loose fitting trousers.  Just, er, try to ignore the stains. Probably best to hold your nose too.
Requirements – Strength 1, Dexterity 1
Effect – None
Misc – None
“Am I a joke to you?” I asked the overlords. 
This time I tried equipping the disgusting garment directly from my inventory. They appeared like magic on my legs, slightly less moist than the shoes. I took one step out of the chamber and a low cry caught my attention behind me. It was coming from the nest.
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Chapter 11

WTF?


“You’ve gotta be kidding me!” 
I rubbed at my stubble and stared into the awful mix of bedding. The blind baby mewled weakly as it threw itself around looking for the teat. Which was now lying across the room, dead.
“Come on! This ain’t fair!”
A hammer blow of panic hit me and I frantically tried to recall the first nest. Had I burned one or more of the little mites in there too? My mind said no. I’d found no loot related to another type of enemy nor a tiny body, so I allowed myself to relax a little. That still didn’t help with my current predicament. Momma was gone. Its family was gone. What was I to do? Kill it? I reminded myself that this pale little hairless ball of pink had done me no harm. Ok, so it would eat my liver with some fava beans and a nice Chianti if it was fully grown, but it wasn’t. It was defenceless. 
“God damnit.”
There was only one humane thing to do. 
I leaned in, wrapped it in my hand, and added it to my backpack. 
My viewscreen lit up.
Companion Gained – Ratling (Baby)
Description – The offspring of a Rat Matriarch. Requires milk to survive.
“Interesting,” I mused, coming up with an idea.
I equipped the baby and the little critter appeared in the palm of my hand. Summoning the matriarch milk, it showed up as a full feeding bottle. 
“Three wisdom, eh?” I mocked, celebrating my own genius.
Though the container was ten times the size of the ratling, it eagerly latched on with all four paws and set to work. 
“Enjoy, little guy.”
I’d noticed a little pecker down below as it turned over, hence the gender. I still had a dungeon to conquer, so I popped him back into my inventory and it now showed up as Ratling (Baby) (Feeding). I’d played nursemaid to Honey a few times when she’d taken ill, but this ability to stow the baby away would be a great timesaver. 
After clearing two more nests while making sure to check beforehand for any dependants, I was finished with the area. What’s more, I’d suffered no more injuries in the melee. I’d learned my lesson the hard way and I wasn’t about to repeat it. As with the first zone, there was only a single passage remaining. I could see no safe room nearby, but I was pumped and ready for the next trial. Making my way towards the new area, I slowed as I neared the archway. Set into the wall at either side were thick iron hinges holding the doors.
“Boss room.”
It all but screamed it. I tried to make out the enemy, but all was still within. A stepped, Aztec-style altar stood in the middle of the room, forty foot wide at the base, tapering to ten at the top which housed the cage. The prison’s metal bars were broken and twisted out of shape. Whatever had been held captive was already loose. Four high-set sconces cast meagre light onto the ground below. I figured I would add my own illumination and threw my torch. It hit something in the archway and fell clattering to the floor.
“What the…?”
I tried with another. It hit the same spot and landed atop the first. There was some kind of invisible force preventing my attempts to throw anything inside. 
“That’s not fair!”
Yeah, I’d technically been trying to cheat, but still. They could’ve given me this one. It was the tutorial. 
I took solace from that very same fact and hoped the ‘boss’ would prove a relatively easy encounter. Surprising no one, the doors slammed shut behind me as I entered. Expecting a torrent of ratlings, I hastily prepared my defensive wall of flame and waited. When nothing appeared after a minute, I started freely tossing the torches into every corner. The forever burning wicks fizzed quietly as the resin burned, but aside from that the room was silent. The door remained firmly locked at my back as I tried to pull it open.
“What gives?”
As soon as the words were out of my mouth, the most inhuman roar I’d ever heard replied. I glanced up at the roof and noticed the shifting shadow that the light couldn’t quite reach. It detached from the stone and fell thirty feet into the remnants of the cage. The structure collapsed completely under the tremendous weight. Welds gave with cracks like gunshots as the bars shot in all directions. One hit the door two feet from my head. Its velocity pierced the inches thick wood like it was paper.
I said the only thing that came to mind as it looked at me with two dozen feral, hate filled eyes. “Well, shit.” 
The vile thing stood panting atop its altar and I used every second to my advantage.
Name – Rat Abomination (Boss)
Description – Holy shit! We have no idea! When you have a thousand generations of cannibalism and inbreeding, you still wouldn’t get anything half as ugly as this mofo.
Weakness – ???
Immunities – Disease
That was no help whatsoever, so I pitched a series of torches at its heads. Yeah, you read that right; heads! Plural. The grotesque mess was a shambling meat sack with four stumpy legs, a series of snakelike tails, and a dozen bobbing heads that all tried to snap in my direction. As this was a boss fight, the health bar was displayed proudly above the monster. My crotch shrivelled a little when the sum total of my damage to the creature was a minor drop in its health pool. Hell, the old feller practically turtled and climbed up inside me for safety.
“I’m sorry!” I yelled in a panic.
It bellowed, spraying yellow froth from a dozen slavering maws. Fighting through the metal debris, it started to descend the stone steps. I almost laughed with relief when it proved as cumbersome as it looked. I hurled another three torches and they were no more successful than the first. When it reached the bottom, I did what all heroes did; I ran away. Hopping over my scattered fires, it shrieked and slowly lumbered after me. I managed to put the altar between us to buy myself some time to think, but it shuffled into view. Again I ran to the other side, and again it followed. 
I opted to follow the advice of my dagger and play the coward. Each time I put a suitable amount of distance between us, I pitched a couple of torches at the abomination. The sizeable health pool was dropping little by little. It would take time to kill the thing, but it was a safe method of taking it on. 
Until it wasn’t. 
The tails had taken on a life of their own, snatched up my blazing brands and tossed them back at me. 
“Whoa!” I yelped, dodging the first few. Then one smashed into my shoulder, showering me with sparks. 
My health dropped. 
The combination of my strikes had taken maybe ten percent from the creature’s health. One single blow had knocked mine down by a quarter. 
I did the math.
“Double shit.”
Kiting it was no longer on the table. Running was back at the top and I turned tail and fled, thanking whatever human-sacrificing, cannibal civilization had built the altar. Torches began to rain down from above as the creature changed tactics to become an artillery piece. Their lazy arcs gave me plenty of time to dodge, but this wasn’t something I could maintain until my death at the ripe old age of eighty. Sleeping and eating around the bombardment would be a major issue. 
“Think!” I yelled at myself in frustration as fire exploded all around me. 
I almost tripped over a steel bar that was resting at an angle against the wall. Without thinking, I claimed it and my torch vanished. I now had two passable melee weapons in my hands. I continued the chase, but even with my strong cardio, the layers of stress and constant feints were rapidly sapping it out of me.
“Entertainment…” I huffed, recalling the alien’s demand.
I needed to fight it properly. 
I needed to prove our worth.
I stopped running. 
Torches still flew, so I swatted them aside with my bar and quaffed a potion to bring myself back up to full. Our eyes met. It shrieked. I shrieked. Only one of us sounded terrified. I charged in, jabbing with the steel bar to keep its frenzy of teeth at bay. One of the tails lashed out and wrapped itself around the weapon. I slashed upwards with the dagger, severing it in a spray of stinking brown blood. The stump flopped and the monster roared in pain as a chunk of its health disappeared. Backstepping quickly, I shook the dead tail loose and darted back in. Another snake whipped at my head. The momentum of the miss as I ducked knocked it off balance and I chanced a flurry of quick stabs with my dagger. I managed to kill two of the snapping heads before it regained its footing. They sagged against the pustule riddled body, drooling.
I was doing it! 
I was really doing it! 
My backpedalling feet caught on my torch wall and I landed heavily on my arse. 
It was on me in a flash. 
Blows hammered me from the remaining tails. I dropped the dagger and tried to keep the mouths away with my bar. Teeth snapped at my curled fingers, snipping them off at the knuckles. My health bar dropped faster than my potions could cope with. My head rang with the vicious blows that landed from the tails. My nose was broken. My scalp was bleeding in a dozen places. I could only see from one eye. The bar was slick with blood as my remaining fingers lost their purchase, letting it fall to the ground. A new debuff appeared in the corner of my view on top of the bleeding.
Affliction – Diseased
Description – The tainted bite of the rat has infected you with a mutant variant of streptobacillus moniliformis. Healing is reduced by half. All stats reduced by half.
Duration – One hour. Removeable by a suitable spell or potion.
I’d failed. 
My health bar was flashing in warning as it dropped to less than five percent. Black motes started to swirl at the edges of my vision as I neared death. 
I don’t know what possessed me, but I dropped the weapon and withdrew the ratling baby from my pack. It wasn’t to use it as a distracting morsel. In fact, I don’t know what I hoped to achieve with the little mite. 
The attacks stopped as the red eyes turned to the suckling baby. The little mouth ran with spilled milk while claws tinkled against the glass bottle it scrabbled to hold. Backing up, the abomination sank down on its haunches and watched. The air of palpable menace fell away as the heads all started to chitter to each other. 
I was literally in pieces, but I summoned the last reserves of strength and climbed to my knees amidst my fingers and blood. I offered the baby on the palm of my hand and the boss leaned in and sniffed at it. Lacking paws to groom its kin, one of the mouths licked a tail and used it on the ratling. I was no Dr Dolittle, but I swear some of the heads began smiling as they chattered in their rodent tongue.
The monster’s remaining health bar changed to blue and the heavy, oaken doors swung open. 
“Friends?” I asked groggily.
The pain was overwhelming. I was down to a single health point. Knowing I was about to die, I laid down and cupped the baby as best I could. 
I fell into unconsciousness at the feet of the monstrous horror.  
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Chapter 12

Cha-Ching!


When I finally came to, the fact I was still alive didn’t immediately register. I was a mass of cuts, bruises, and missing digits. Looking around with my eye that wasn’t mashed shut, I found myself in the middle of a nest. The ratling baby was asleep on my chest, except his status had changed. 
Companion Gained – Ratling (Infant)
Description – The offspring of a Rat Matriarch. Requires milk to survive.
He was also double the size he had been when I passed out. I heard faint snuffling nearby and turned my head. The abomination was asleep right next to me. Shock trapped the scream in my throat before it could erupt and trigger a violent response. I felt a weight on my legs and looked down to see one of the regrown tails draped over them like a lover’s arm. There was a faint sheen to my miraculously clean, though heavily wounded body. Had the thing groomed me? I felt a bubble of disgust welling up from deep inside. 
What the hell had happened?
I returned the sleeping ratling to my pack and considered my predicament. A single movement and the abomination would feel it. I surveyed myself as much as I could from my paralysed position. My blood encrusted hands consisted of three remaining fingers and two thumbs. The throbbing pain that pulsed with each beat of my heart was indescribable. I was a mass of bruises from waist to neck, not to mention what lay hidden by my trousers. My head itself felt like a balloon blown up well past its limit. Lambasting myself for my continued stupidity, I popped a healing potion. This wasn’t real life. There was no ambulance ride and a long stay in hospital after a good kicking outside a pub I was minding on Friday night. I can confirm that hurt. A lot. I was a big guy and that made me a target. On all but three occasions when I’d watched doors for a little extra cash, I’d managed to talk my way out of trouble. Twice I had to do something I didn’t want to do. And on the third, I was outmatched by four drunks who used me like a human football after waiting for me in the alley I used to walk home. 
Morphine was good. Really good. But the stuff in these potions made it look as welcome as a cactus suppository. Could you imagine how utterly surreal it felt to lay there and watch your fingers growing back like bloody flowers? The budding bone, the crimson streamers crawling up the newly grown phalanges which knitted itself first into tendons, then flesh, then skin. My fingernails appeared with little pops, perfectly manicured. Someone had stuck a screwdriver into the air release valve on my rattled bonce. Little by little the pressure subsided and my eye suddenly sprang open like a yanked blind. In the space of a few seconds, I was completely… well, complete. 
My thoughts turned to what next? I’d definitely been asleep for more than an hour because the disease debuff had gone. I didn’t even want to imagine what I’d looked like as it took hold of my body. 
I cautiously turned my head again and started directly into two dozen open, blinking eyes. This time I couldn’t suppress a yelp as I threw myself from the nest. The monster made no attempt to intercept me as I backed away. I activated its status to check, but it still held the green of non-hostility, even friendly. The information was largely the same as before except for one change. 
Name – Rat Abomination
Description – Holy shit! We have no idea! When you have a thousand generations of cannibalism and inbreeding, you still wouldn’t get anything half as ugly as this mofo.
Weakness – Family
Immunities – Disease
That was one of the most bizarre things I’d seen in terms of enemy weakness in my life. It was normally made up of things like fire (for obvious reasons), frost, poison, falling from a great height, nuclear explosion, you name it. But family? I wouldn’t look a gift horse in the mouth, though. Caring for the baby had saved my life. 
The huge creature struggled to its feet, shuffled sideways, and plonked itself down in the middle of the depression I’d recently vacated. The mouths started to squeak and chitter, but as I said before I was no Dr Dolittle.
“I can’t understand you. Sorry.”
Even though I was ignorant of its attempts at communication, my words seemed to sink in and it fell quiet. Looking around the room, I could see I was in a small antechamber directly linked to the boss room. My torches still hissed and sputtered on the floor outside. They really were timeless.
“I’m going to leave now.”
The abomination just cocked its heads at me as I cautiously sidestepped away. It was a shame that I’d not been able to score the loot from the fight, but Bart’s line about ‘there’s a price to pay, but you won’t know what it is’ outweighed my regret. I rounded up my torches and looked for a way to go. There were only the two exits, one the way I’d entered, and one into the nest. I could see no way to make it to the next level. 
“What gives?”
A helpful golden arrow appeared on my HUD. I followed its direction which changed with the angle of my head. It pointed diagonally upwards.
“The altar?”
It flashed, as if to say; yes, you dunce!
“Ok, fine.” 
I climbed the steps, moving carefully around the scattered bones of previous victims. Sitting neatly in the centre of the destroyed cage was a chest. It seemed to be made from black stone, likely marble judging by the beautiful white swirls of the embedded impurities. An alien language was written all over the outside in golden filigree. 
“For me?”
The arrow vanished after a final, emphatic jab.
“For an icon, you’re a stroppy twat, aren’t you?”
There was no obvious clasp to release, so I reached for the lid. Without even lifting it, the chest sprung open and piercing golden light burst forth. 
“Better than a mimic chest,” I gasped in awe, shielding my eyes. 
That was actually a sound point. I’d fallen prey to the many-toothed bastards too many times in games and would need to be on my guard. Today, however, all was rosy. 
You’ve received – Boss Loot Box (Bronze)
It automatically transferred to my inventory. The chest itself crumbled to a fine black powder which dissipated through the steel base. My feeble attempt to kill the abomination had failed, but I’d still been given the reward. A third door rumbled open with a calamitous grinding of stone on stone which set my teeth on edge. At least I had my way forward.
Amidst the insanity of the past few… hours? Days? I had no idea how long I’d been unconscious. Anyway, I’d neglected to keep an eye on my notifications. My achievements tab was flashing at me so I cracked it open and recoiled at the flood of updates.
Achievement Unlocked – Companion Collector
Description – You’ve found your first companion! We’ll leave aside how you got it. Cough – mother killer – cough. It’s your responsibility now. Dad.
Reward – Companion support kit
Achievement Unlocked – Dungeon Complete – Lair of the Rats
Description – You’ve completed the first tutorial dungeon. Good work! (That’s not sarcasm)
Reward – Basic Loot Box (Bronze)
Achievement Unlocked – Slayer of the Abomination
Description – You have defeated the Rat Abomination boss. 
Reward – Perk – Minor resist disease
Achievement Unlocked – The Pen is Mightier than the Sword
Description – You’ve used your human wits to defeat an enemy without physical violence. (Not all enemies and bosses are susceptible to this approach. Use caution.)
Reward - + 1 to Wisdom
When I shut them all down, I was momentarily caught up in the most euphoric flood of emotions I’d experienced in a very long time. My business had been going down the toilet. My only anchor amidst the storm of life was a pair of Labradors. I took careful stock of the situation.
I’d been ready for death. 
It never came.
I’d accepted the new reality and offered myself up for what amounted to a sacrifice to a race of beings from another dimension. 
And on top of all that, I’d actually made it safely(ish) to the end of the first trial. 
This was my moment to celebrate! Maybe I wasn’t such a loser after all?
I turned my attention to the loot and cracked open the basic box. 
Item – Adventurer’s Garb (common) 
Type – Clothing (set) 
Description – A full set of basic clothing. Nothing fancy, but it does the job.
User Requirements – Strength 1 Dexterity 1
Effect – None
Misc - None
I threw that shit on immediately. My rank shoes and crusted slacks disappeared, replaced by sturdy moccasins and airy black cotton trousers with a cord for a belt. My new shirt was of a similar colour, the billowing look reminding me of Cary Elwes in The Princess Bride. I just lacked the acting talent, the mask, the looks, and the sword. I can’t tell you how good it was to finally be out of the stinking clothes and actually have my body fully covered for the first time in hours. Guns out at the park or on the beach? No problemo. Muscles on show in a filthy, subterranean dungeon filled with unimaginable horrors? Mucho problemo. 
There was one box left to open and I was actually nervous about what I might find. In real games, the discovery of a pile of crap from a boss fight was one grind away from being forgotten. This was my one and only proper prize before I moved on to the next area. 
“It’s not going to open itself,” I said, trying to summon the courage to throw the lid back as it floated in my vision.
“Do it!” I snapped and the box complied. 
Item – Rat Swarm (Level 1) (common) 
Type – Spell
Description – Call forth a rodent army to gnaw through your foes. May only attack ground based enemies or flying enemies which land.
Requirements – Intelligence 6
Effect – Causes piercing and bleed damage to enemies. Low chance to cause disease debuff.
Misc – Strength of swarm increased by level
Item – Flail of the Rat Prince (rare) 
Type – Weapon (1 hand/dual wield)
Description – When bandits attacked the caravan of Queen Kamadra, they murdered everyone without mercy. Everyone, that is, apart from her child, Aleksi. Their evil knew no bounds and they threw him, crib and all, into the foetid waters of the River Stench. So named because it carried the waste products of a dozen towns, cities, and fortresses along its route to the distant ocean. Unseen by the bandits were the black creatures lurking in the shadows on the riverbank, whiskers quivering in anticipation. It was these vermin that swam out and claimed their prize. Driven by an unknowable instinct, the skulking monsters carried the crib into their lair instead of tearing it to pieces. The Rat King looked upon the baby, and claimed him as his own. Two decades passed as the boy grew into a man, feral and merciless. The Rat King, his minions everywhere, had kept track of the bandits who were now settled in their homesteads, fat, lazy, and old. One by one they were killed and devoured by the prince and his siblings, until the leader fell and vengeance had finally been delivered. Crackfang, the King’s chief shaman, fused the leg, spine, and skull of the leader into the weapon you now wield. 
User Requirements – Strength 4 Dexterity 4
Effect – Crushing damage. 
Misc – Aura of Fear. Low level humanoid enemies can sense the sheer evil that went into the creation of the flail. They may be overcome with terror and flee.
Crushing damage increased by Strength.
I held out the weapon and did my best not to grimace. It was repulsive. The vertebrae were linked by an unhealthy purple glow between each bone that bound them together as firmly as any hammer-forged chain. I swung it from the femur handle which had been filed to match my grip perfectly just above where it would join the knee. The worst part was the skull which formed the ‘head’ of the flail. Small horns sprouted from the smooth bone, making me question the race of the bandit leader. The jaw was missing and I wondered if it was amongst the piles scattered throughout the dungeon floor. I quickly finished my examination and found the same malevolent magic held the skull to its swinging spinal column. 
My only concern was the viability of the hideous weapon. I tried my best to pull the vertebrae apart, but it was useless. Standing awkwardly on the thighbone while yanking on the cranium fared no better. I then swung the thing as hard as I could at the altar repeatedly, and all that happened was the stone cracked. I’d expected the skull to shatter into a hundred pieces if I’m honest. 
I stowed my yellow handled dagger and swapped the weapon to my dominant hand. My arm felt a radiating chill from the flail which was disconcerting to say the least. 
With torch and new loot in hand, I bade farewell to Bommy the Abomination and made for the newly created door. As I stood there in the lair of my not-quite-killed foe, weapon in hand, black ensemble fluttering, I felt like a complete badass. I was ready to take on the world. 
I moved into the darkness and descended the ramp to the next level.
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Chapter 13

Arachnophobia


My badassery lasted until I hit the bottom of the ramp. I groaned at the intricate patterns of webbing covering the floor, walls, and ceiling of the passage. 
“Spiders. Why did it have to be spiders?”
You might be wondering why someone my size was bothered by a few little web-dwellers. Well, I can tell you why. Because they always jump out at you when you least expect it. The way they move is creepy as shit. They have a million eyes. And they drink their prey alive by injecting acid into the bodies! What other reason do you need?
I decided to live the rest of my life with Bommy and the safe room above. It would be hard without anyone to talk to except Bart, but I’d make it work. I could probably train Bommy to play fetch with all the bones laying around. Roll over might be a stretch as he would likely crush himself to death in the attempt. I turned to retreat, and walked straight into a wall that mashed my nose flat. Reeling, I clutched at the damage. Thankfully I’d not built up any momentum otherwise the slight abrasion to the tip could instead have been another break. And anyone who’s broken their nose can tell you, that shit stings. The resetting is no picnic either, let alone the blood that flows in both directions. 
Ok, so I was procrastinating. So what? It was that or face the fact I needed to head into the second level of the dungeon. 
“Nope.”
My adapted lifestyle now revolved around hunkering by the sealed exit, eating grilled rat tails and talking to my ratling companion forever. It wasn’t such a bad life when you thought about it. A lot of people had it far worse. 
I thought of Honey and Marco. Then Cris. Then Mrs Atkins. 
“Damnit!”
This was no place to test an adventurer’s mettle. This was a torture chamber created by the most tortuous torturer who ever studied torture at torture university. My torch was waving madly from my trembling hand. My uncooperative feet shuffled forward slowly towards the nearest web. 
“Wait a minute!”
I had minions now. A whole bunch of them. Slipping Rat Swarm into my quick slot, I cast the spell. A series of holes appeared in the solid stone at my feet and I could hear the patter of claws. 
The rats poured out and flooded forward. 
Straight into the web. 
Where they became stuck fast.
“Moron,” I muttered.
Their efforts to free themselves only succeeded in getting their fur more tightly entangled amidst the sticky strands. I watched the vibrations ripple down the webbing and my mouth ran as dry as the Sahara Desert. There was no excited, chittering reply to the movement this time, only a corresponding flutter from the end of the passage. These things didn’t have vocal chords. Just fangs. And stingers. And legs. So many legs. It appeared as I knew it would and all my old phobias screamed in abject horror. The bulbous abdomen would reach to my belt if I let it anywhere near me. Its massive fangs quivered with excitement as it stared at me with multifaceted eyes.
If I’d had a route to escape, I’d have run for my life. Without that luxury I had to think quick. The huge arachnid approached without hurry; it knew I had nowhere to go. My rodent army was food for the taking. I was loathe to let them fall to the spider, but I needed time to plan. In my fear addled state, I seemed to lose track of the fact I had a malevolent weapon swinging from my left hand. All I could feel was the plunge of the stinger and the slow cocooning of my paralysed body ready for consumption at the monster’s leisure. I watched as the thick, hairy legs navigated its silky construction between the snapping mouths of the rats. 
“They’re not real…” I whispered to myself when it completely ignored them.
The rats were only mana. Magic. A short lived creation from a spell. The spider only had eyes for me. Real meat.
“Get back!” I yelled, jabbing the torch towards it. My weakened hand lost its grip and the torch fell into the web. The effect was instantaneous. The fine threads ignited, a blanket of fire raced back down the tunnel as it was incinerated. The fuel burned itself out so quickly that my rats were only slightly singed. Freed from their constraints, those that could scurried all over the spider and started to attack. Their teeth worked at the joints of the legs, the eyes, the soft underbelly. The joy of impending victory evaporated along with the summons as they became a cloud of crackling blue smoke. 
“Shiiiiiiiit,” I groaned, now alone with my worst fear.
I backed away, twirling my mace weakly in a panic. The spider skittered forward, readying to pounce. I cried out, my entire body shivering as a frigid wave of icy terror washed over it. The hairs on my arms stood on end as my skin mottled with gooseflesh. Words can’t describe how close my heart came to exploding out through my chest as its fangs closed in. 
“Fuck off!” I shrilled, grabbing one of the forelegs as it fell upon me, while smashing the end of my flail’s thighbone into the dribbling mouth. 
The slavering maw was filled with smaller, but no less vile fangs that bit down on the bone. Its free legs struck at me while the rest tried to push forward and pin me against the wall. Once I was trapped like that, it would be all over, so I planted my feet and pushed back. The insect’s back legs twisted with each other and it fell onto the bulbous abdomen. As I wrestled with the front legs, I booted that fucker’s body as hard as I could and felt something crunch. The toe of my shoe came into view covered in green goo, so I drove my foot into the damaged area with my adrenaline spiked strength. This time my whole foot disappeared into the gory hole. In the space of five seconds, the creature’s health bar dropped like a stone as it tried in vain to shuck me off. Its efforts weakened as the emerald lifeblood and guts spilled all over the ground. With a final shuddering spasm, it died in my arms, leaving the passage eerily empty after the chaos. It took almost a minute before my brain could convince my hands to loosen their grip and let the spider’s corpse drop. I let out a trembling breath as my nerves slowly settled. Some hero I was turning out to be, and this was only the heavily borked tutorial.
I leaned back against the cold stone. The smell of the burned webbing caught in my nostrils, like boiled vinegar mixed with sour milk. I hadn’t had the sense to pull up the stats as the monster had scurried towards me, so I activated the bestiary tab. 
Name – Webspinner (level 3)
Description – An eight-legged-freak out of nightmares. The basic arachnid soldier will protect the hive with its life. 
Can cause status effects – Poison. Paralysis.
Weakness – Fire ???
Immunities – Poison
So burning again? I could do that. 
Corpse – Webspinner
I looted the body, checking over the contents.
Item – Spider Venom Sac (common) 
Type – Crafting
Description – A potent toxin drawn from the glands of the arachnid. What does it do? Put some on your tongue and find out.
User Requirements – Intelligence 6 Wisdom 4 Crafting (Level 1)
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
I knew the comment about tasting it was just the aliens being facetious. In many games, however, I’d gladly consume everything from flower petals to fly’s wings and worse to unlock their secrets. 
“Why not?” I asked, eating some directly from the inventory. I thought it tasted awfully bitter for a moment before realising it didn’t taste of anything at all.
“Ish no’ sho ba…” I slurred as all sensation fled my mouth and the room started to spin. I hit the deck like a sack of shit, bashing my face against the wall. As the toxin worked its way deeper into my immune system, I downed a health potion to counteract the pain that suddenly erupted in my gut like an undercooked sausage at a barbecue. Unsurprisingly, the question marks revealed themselves to be something obvious.
Effect – Causes poison and paralysis to biological enemy
Misc – Can be applied directly to weapons for short duration buff
???
As I lay in a dribbling heap, I took the opportunity to work through the other items.
Item – Spider Leg (common) 
Type – Consumable
Description – One of the many legs that propel the monstrosities towards you. Cook well to remove the fur. You don’t want that in your teeth
User Requirements – Strength 3 Dexterity 3 Intelligence 3
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
No thanks, I thought, stashing them away. My ability to move came back initially with my vocal chords issuing a low groan. I then moved on to grunting as many swear words as I could until they sounded passable. My fingertips started to tingle, and the sensation slowly spread throughout my body. After five minutes, I was able to sit up against the wall. I spent another five lamenting my stupidity and the fact this wasn’t Elder Scrolls. Eventually, I was able to stand and move under my own steam. The fine ash of the web swirled around my feet as I moved on. To my eternal relief, the welcome blue hue of a safe room appeared on my minimap. My inadvertent arson had burned the web all the way past the door.
“Let me in!” I ordered as it came into view.
It swung open and I jumped inside, slamming it closed. I wasn’t bothered by the transformation this time, I just ran for the bed and dived on it. Wrapping myself tightly in the snug duvet, I pictured the spider’s cocooned victims and quickly unravelled myself. I’d come awfully close to being one of them.
Many more of the eight legged horrors still waited in the dark passages outside.
But I was safe for a time, and that was enough. 
Laying back on the pillow, I reached out with my hand, imagining Cris was beside me as we were in my flat. 
“Bart?”
He appeared stood beside me. “Yes, Mark?”
“How’s Cris?”
“You know I can’t answer that.”
“I can pay you with a few coppers?”
“I appreciate the offer, but the answer is still no.”
“You’re no fun,” I muttered, deciding against throwing one of the pillows at him.
“How can I help you, Mark?”
“You can have a word with the bigwigs and tell them to get rid of the bloody spiders is what you can do!”
Bart chuckled. “I’m afraid the tutorial is fully implemented and can’t be changed.”
“I knew you were going to say that. Do you have any bug spray for sale?”
“I’m not a vendor,” he said apologetically, opening his jacket to reveal its empty nature.
“Where can I find one then?”
“In the other worlds. Not in here.”
I glared at him. “I thought we were supposed to be buddies?”
“We are.”
I sighed, kicked my legs off, and climbed from the bed. “This is harder than I could’ve imagined. I really thought I’d be up for it.”
“It wasn’t designed to be easy, Mark. If you don’t mind me saying, you’re doing really well.”
“Did you see me freeze up out there? If I hadn’t dropped the torch I’d be spider food right now. It nearly bloody had me!” I shuddered involuntarily, remembering the feel of the coarse fur that covered its legs. 
“There’s nothing wrong with a little luck now and again.”
“Luck won’t always keep me alive though.”
“Probably not. That’s why you ended up kicking it to death.”
“That seemed to work pretty well,” I agreed.
“Are you hungry? Thirsty? Can I get you anything?”
“Not really. I’m just a little overwhelmed if I’m honest.”
“Why?”
“With what I’ve been through, I guess. My body’s living it, but my mind’s still trying to deny the impossible things I’ve seen and done. Like, I know what’s going on, but my head says it all must be some fucked up dream.”
“That’s another benefit of doing the tutorial. You can adjust and acclimatise to your new reality before ever setting foot in the more dangerous worlds.”
I scoffed in disbelief. “This isn’t dangerous enough?” 
“It’s as dangerous as it needs to be,” Bart replied.
“Ok, Mr Miyagi. Enough with the mystic zen shit. Wax on, wax off. Wax my ballsack. It’s giving me a fucking headache.”
“You have healing potions, yes?”
“It was a figure of speech.”
“Pardon?”
“It means I’m getting frustrated. I don’t have an actual headache.”
“I see.”
“I thought your species had studied us? You sure picked up our sarcasm fast enough.”
Bart grinned at this. “Oh, yes! That was one of the most interesting aspects of your race. Your casual disdain for literal speech. We aren’t like that, as I’m sure you can appreciate. If I could suffer with a headache, I would only ever say it if it was directly afflicting me. You humans are certainly a funny race.”
“Can we add up all the jokes ever told and call it even between us?”
“If it were up to me, I’d gather all of your Seinfelds, Friends, Family Guy, and scoot out of here.”
“But it’s not.”
Bart shook his head.
“I don’t think I can face going back out there just yet.”
“Then don’t. Rest. Relax. Eat. Drink. And when you’re ready, the dungeon will be too.”
“I might just take your advice.” I plonked myself down in one of the luxuriously comfortable chairs facing the fire. Its collected warmth leeched into my back, soothing the tired muscles. I watched the creep of flames as they curled around the burning logs. I’d always loved just sitting and watching a fire. It was a primal thing, I guess. The provider of warmth and life for our species’ entire existence. My lids felt really heavy all of a sudden.
“Sleep well, Mark Craig of Earth,” said Bart. 
I closed my eyes and was out like a light.
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Chapter 14

No Rest For The Wicked


I awoke far more refreshed than I had in the abomination’s nest. My whole body buzzed with a new feeling and I found a new status effect. 
Beneficial State – Well Rested
Description – You’ve slept in a safe room for eight hours. This conveys bonuses to your character. 
20% resistance to negative status effects.
All stats increased by 1.
Duration – 2 hours
That was a welcome surprise. The time I’d wasted wasn’t.
“Eight hours? I’ve got too much to do!”
Even though there was no ticking timebomb or limit that I could make out, I still felt rotten for snoozing while Mrs Atkins babysat my dogs. I snaffled down a quick breakfast of grapefruit and eggs and headed for the door. 
The dank passage was waiting. I checked the minimap for any clue as to the direction I should go. The branches themselves were in a similar pattern to the rat’s lair. If I could make any assumptions, they might well be a carbon copy of one another. That meant two mazes and the final boss room. Swallowing my fear, I equipped my flail and torch, and moved off. 
I was fortunate that the unmissable webs gave away the location of the enemies. Spying the first, I set light to the shimmering weave and waited. Its scorched creator skittered around the corner and I prepared my summons. My thought hovered on the periphery of activating the spell. 
“You need to do this,” I whispered, trying to psych myself up. 
I couldn’t hide behind the spell indefinitely, so I left it untouched, pulled up my big boy pants, and shifted into a fighting stance. The Webspinner charged at me, its front legs raised. I thrust the torch at its head and it reared up, swatting at the flame. I won’t say I wasn’t terrified as I got another full view of fangs and the oozing mouth beneath its head, but it gave me a burst of fight-or-flight adrenaline once again. Pushing forward, I kept using the torch to force the spider back. Being level three, the damage it suffered from my flame was far lower than the ratlings’. It turned and scuttled away. I thought I’d got the spider on the ropes, charging after it with a war cry. Its abdomen pulsed and a hundred fine threads sprayed from the spinnerets, wrapping around my entire upper body. It jerked itself around in a one-eighty, using the weight to pull me off my feet. As I fell, I rolled, wrapping myself like a burrito. A part of my mind dived beneath the bed, but another, braver portion activated my spell. The webspinner scuttled in and bit down on my upper thigh. The pain of the puncture was bad enough. What followed was far worse. It felt like someone had cut me open and was pouring acid into my wound. All I could do was kick feebly with my unbitten leg. 
My ratling horde poured from their holes and swarmed the arachnid. It tore free of my thigh as it tried to fight them off. Their teeth worked at the weak points again, uninterrupted by the timer this time. In the space of ten seconds, the creature’s health bar trickled away as it tried in vain to shuck off the tenacious attackers. It fell dead to the ground in twenty or more pieces. 
In my increasingly woozy state, I noticed the wound wasn’t gushing. The blood was more like a dark soup as it bubbled from the twin holes. Groggily pulling up my avatar, I noticed a pair of debuffs.
Affliction – Poisoned (Spider)
Description – The Webspinner venom courses through your veins, causing dangerous clots that if left untreated will lead to death.
Duration – 30 minutes
Affliction – Paralysis (Spider)
Description – The Webspinner’s venom carries a powerful neurotoxin that renders the afflicted immobile. All the better to eat you with.
Duration – 4 hours (2 Minute activation)
This was far worse than the effects from the small sample I’d ingested. Even now I could feel the strength leaving my trapped body. I directed the rats to gnaw at my bonds, but their mouths and fangs just caught on the sticky strands. Second by second, my vision was beginning to swim dangerously close to uselessness. I thought of the burning web and generated a torch that appeared in mid-air. It bounced off my chest and landed among the rodents, but not before igniting my partial cocoon. The fire caused more damage to my already depleting health bar. I popped a potion and it healed me fully, banishing the blisters and the bite. The status effects kept ticking away, wasting my consumables. 
I had two choices: Collapse in the tunnel and hope enemies were limited in their movement while using the entirety of my potion stock to counteract the poison, or get back to the safe room. The bottles were far too valuable to waste. I staggered to my feet and held onto the wall, reeling like I’d been drinking for days. Everything was coming in and out of focus. Instead of looking at my surroundings which were quickly becoming liquescent, I stared at my dot on the minimap and urged it to move. The first few steps were the hardest. Using the wall as my guide, I pushed on, counting the seconds down in my head. My health was already back to less than half and I quaffed another potion to break up the syrup which was forming in my veins. Falling around the corner, I was less than thirty feet from salvation. 
One step at a time, that’s all it takes.
I was reduced to thinking as my tongue and throat had lost all sensation. The chill of the flail was nothing compared to the venom which was attacking my brain, steadily killing the electrical signals stone dead.
Fifteen feet.
My arms no longer worked and I dropped the flail. I was reduced to staring at my feet as my head flopped on a useless neck. 
Ten feet.
I could no longer feel anything. Not the stone scrubbing against my shoulder or the ground beneath my feet. My vision failed. I was blind.
Five feet.
I willed the door open, unsure if it had responded to my failing mind. 
Three feet.
My insensate legs finally gave up and I slithered down the damp walls, unable to even break my fall. My last cogent thought was that I didn’t need any more sleep, no matter if it was venom induced, involuntary sleep. Gravity pulled me down, my shirtsleeve tearing at the shoulder. 
As I neared the unforgiving flagstones, my sideways slump pushed me through the open door. My head bounced painfully on the ground with a crack like a coconut. 
I could see!
I could feel!
I found myself slumped fully inside the lavish bedroom, even though it could have only been my head and upper body that made it through. Maybe it was just the mind that needed to pass through to trigger the change. I shook my ringing head and sat up. The status effects were gone and I downed another potion to negate the worst of the lingering damage. At this rate I’d need to sign up to Potions Anonymous by the end of the dungeon. I was necking them faster than shots at a frat party. Granted, I’d never been to a frat party to really be able to make that assertion. I was British. All I knew about America was what I’d gleaned from Hollywood. I’m sure it was all factually accurate when they portrayed the Alpha Gamma Scamma Blamma houses as alcohol soaked party palaces.
My luck had held once again. I couldn’t keep relying on it to save me. It was starting to feel like I was playing Dark Souls. Encounter a new mob, get my arse kicked, rinse and repeat.
“Bart?”
“How can I help?”
I climbed to my feet and headed for one of the chairs. “I hope it’s not annoying to have me call you up like that?”
“Not at all. What is it you need?”
“I just got leg humped by the pointy parts of a Webspinner,” I explained.
“That sounds dreadful.”
“It ranks in my bottom five sexual encounters. I was thinking about how blind I am through all of this. The enemy info doesn’t give much away in terms of attack patterns and stuff like that.”
He stared at me and raised an eyebrow. “And?”
“And I wondered if there was anything I could use to help me uncover some of the mystery?”
“No.”
“You’re not very helpful for a guide.”
“Thank you.”
“Can you pass my displeasure back up the chain of command. If I make it through this, you’re all getting a one star rating.”
Bart held up his hands nervously. “Let’s not be too hasty.”
“If I could make it zero stars, I would. But they always make you select at least one.”
“When I said no, I meant in here. When you reach the real worlds, there will be all manner of people and creatures to interact with. Who’s to say what you might discover over a cup of warm ale?”
“Ok, Frodo, that’s a bit better. But in the meantime, I’ve got to bumble my way through here getting stabbed and jabbed?”
“You’re doing a magnificent job so far.”
“My burgeoning addiction to bottled narcotics says otherwise.”
“Healing potions aren’t narcotics. If you were smoking crack between encounters I might be a little more worried.”
If I’d had a drink in my mouth I’d have spat it all over the floor. 
“But you’re not,” Bart continued, “so self-medicate to your heart’s content. Anything else?”
“I think we’re done.”
“Good luck!” 
He vanished from his favourite chair, leaving me to curse the year of my birth and ask why I couldn’t have been born a few centuries earlier. Plague, famine, and drastically reduced lifespans were a small price to pay for not facing any more poison injecting bastards. 
The niggling dread in the pit of my gut changed to a simmering anger. The ember ignited into a full blown rage. I had all the tools at my disposal, so why was I cowering all the bloody time? I jumped up, slammed the door open and marched back out into danger. 
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Chapter 15

A Fate Worse Death


I found the next web and blazed that shit up. Following the trail of rippling fire, I walked straight into the Webspinner. It, in turn, walked straight into my torch. It reared up as its brother had, so I whirled my flail and slammed the skull up into its mouth. Venom and green blood sprayed the ceiling as the fanged maw tore open. The power of my blow knocked the spider onto its back where the legs kicked and the body writhed in an attempt to right itself. I dodged the web that spewed instinctively from its abdomen and hammered the soft underbelly with my glowing flail. The weak carapace crumbled and one more strike drained the last of its health. The legs spasmed, curling inward like a gnarled, eight fingered hand.  
I shuddered with disgust, looted the corpse, and moved on to the next. An hour saw the first area cleansed with fire and flail. I’d replenished my waning health potions and built a sizeable collection of venom sacs and spider legs. Another spell had appeared and been ignored while I rampaged, trying to keep the rage fire stoked. 
Item – Webslinger (common) 
Type – Spell
Description – Casts a web from your wrist that has a chance to incapacitate an enemy. Pretty soon you’ll be swinging between buildings and kissing the girl while hanging upside down!
User Requirements – Intelligence 10
Effect – Enshrouds enemy with webbing for 5 minutes
Misc – Will not affect enemies that can create webs
Will not affect ethereal enemies
Will not affect bosses
I disregarded the spell as I lacked the prerequisites. If my character panel was to be believed, I could increase my stats to reach the desired number as I levelled up. What that would look like I had no idea. Classes and all the other categories were still a mystery that would hopefully become clear when, and if, I finished the tutorial. 
Doubling back towards the passage to the next area, I gave the rage a quick blow with my bellows and continued. Halfway down, smaller webs started to appear. One had a small growth below the outer layer, a darker sack of thick web. Something shifted in the cyst and I staggered backwards. My torch ignited the cocoon and all hell broke loose as countless babies rained like droplets of fire; scattering in all directions as they perished around my feet. 
“To hell with this place!” 
I liberally incinerated every pod I found, ignoring the patter of tiny, burning bodies. My next discovery doused the rage with a bucket of ice water. The larger room was covered in thick webbing, but the worst part were the hanging bodies. At least a dozen of them swung lazily from their anchor points on the ceiling. My first reaction was to burn the whole world down and I held my torch to the nearest patch of floating gossamer. All that happened was it singed under the heat. No wild conflagration as the entire white blanket went up. 
“Huh?”
I tried again with the same effect. It just blackened and curled inwards, refusing to catch fully. 
“Damn.”
Reaching out gingerly with my right foot, I stepped on the web. Expecting to find it lacking adhesion, the bloody stuff pulled my shoe clean off as I drew my leg back. It took more effort than I care to admit to tear my little moccasin free. Wondering if bare skin may be less susceptible to the glue, I dropped my torch and put a fingertip to the web. The spot I’d touched was stuck fast to my finger and rose like a circus tent until finally my strength managed to pull it free.
I stood back, utterly confused. This was the only way forward.
“What the hell am I supposed to do then?”
I cringed as the vibrations from my outburst caused the entire room to flutter slightly. Raising my flail, I prepared to draw whatever emerged into the narrow passage and fight it there. The bodies swung. The web remained empty. Nothing charged at me. 
“A little help here!”
The realm-jumping observers remained silent.
“Well, shit,” I huffed. 
There was no way the aliens would make an impossible tutorial. Or would they? I only had Bart’s word to go on. There might be fifty of us, all staring at the impassable room with frustration. There might’ve been a hundred. Or a thousand. 
“There has to be a way.”
I checked out my sparse clothing options. 
Nothing there.
My weapons?
Similarly unhelpful. 
I then opened the consumables and scanned through them one by one. All but the last had no discernible use in the circumstances. The ??? on the Spider Leg caught my attention. I summoned one from my pack and immediately dropped it. The outer layer of fur was like the bristles on my shaving brush, and I could feel the carapace below, hard and unyielding. 
“Cook well to remove the fur…” I held my face in my hands. “Do I have to?”
Part of adventuring was to uncover secrets, be they an intricate lock or trap, or the effects of certain ingredients. My last effort had been less than stellar, and this was going to suck just as badly.
Creating a campfire with a ring of torches, I quashed my distaste and held the limbs over the flames. I’d been expecting a slow process of turning it like a hog on a spit, but as soon as the heat made contact the leg transformed into a darkened, fully cooked item. 
It still looked vile.
I closed my eyes and tried to pretend it was anything other than a snapped off spider’s leg. My teeth made contact with the charred carapace and I tried to bite. It was so hard I damn near broke my incisors on the thing. Opting for a different strategy, I put it across my knee and snapped it in two. The limb broke apart like a lobster claw to reveal the steaming brown meat within. I sniffed at it and gagged. The smell was akin to boiling the beggar’s shoes in a stew with rotten onions. 
“No way.”
Holding it at arm’s length, I wondered what to do.
“Think!” I muttered. If I could complete the entire Tomb Raider series, I could fathom the secrets of rank smelling meat. 
And so I thought. And like the 3, no 4, wisdom wielding buffoon I was, I gradually remembered the quickslot bar. I didn’t need to physically eat it to consume the rancid food. It vanished into my pack and I activated the icon which appeared on my bar. My stomach felt slightly more full, but nothing else was apparent. I pulled up the consumable information.
Item – Spider Leg (common) 
Type – Consumable
Description – One of the many legs that propel the monsters towards you. Cook well to remove the fur. You don’t want that in your teeth
Requirements – Strength 3 Dexterity 3 Intelligence 3
Effect – Provides the Web Walk ability. Webs no longer adhere to skin or clothing for a period of 1 hour.
Misc – Eating Spider Leg has a chance to provide immunity to poison for 1 hour. 
I checked my status, but lacked the buff. Knowing what I faced, I sucked it up and created another five meals on my campfire. After consuming another two legs, my gut was bloated and I had my immunity. 
It was time to see what the penultimate area had in store for me. 
My foot ever so slowly lowered to the web as I tried my new buff. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust our new rulers. I just really didn’t trust them. The layer was springy, but no longer sticky. Thank the lord for experimentation. 
“Waaaaait a minute.”
The effect made no mention of weapons. I backed out of the room and lowered my flail towards the webbing. This too remained free and I breathed a sigh of relief that their item writers had just made a mistake. Then I thought about it and the knowledge that the species putting us to the ultimate test weren’t infallible was a tad unsettling to say the least. Yes, it might’ve been a middling issue, but these things were space travelling realm hoppers. Advanced to the point of being godlike. 
“Worry about it later.”
I skirted the room, ignoring the next passage. Where was the enemy? Apart from a few pods which went up as easily as the ones I’d already passed in the corridor, the room looked deserted. 
“Fine by me.”
A series of twangs caused me to whirl round. The thick, silken threads holding the food aloft snapped in quick succession, causing the bodies to land in crumpled heaps on the web.
“No.”
The first began to move.
“Hell no!”
The rest joined in, quivering on the ground. Portions of their weaved, silken prisons crumbled, allowing the monstrosities which had once been human to stand up. The temptation to curl into a ball and suck my thumb until the bad things went away was overwhelming. My entire psyche vehemently denied their existence, they were that disgusting. Imagine if you will what it looks like to see the barely living remains of the spider’s meals. Portions of their bodies had been eaten away by acidic digestive juices. Muscles, organs, everything was in a state of partial devourment. The extracted life essence left their remaining skin sunken and brittle. As they moved towards me, the crackle of it splitting nearly finished me off.
“Kill… me…” one gurgled from a ravaged throat.
“Stay away from me!” I yelled, throwing my torch at the thing in panic. 
The flame didn’t catch. Whatever had imprisoned these poor bastards used the same retardant webbing as the nest itself. I was five again, running from the fevered creations of my child’s nightmare. My feet felt like they were running on a trampoline’s mat, each laboured step sinking into the web.
“Help… ussss…”
Even though the chamber was relatively warm, I could feel icicles radiating through my nervous system. Facing the spiders themselves had been one thing. The rotting monstrosities following me were something else entirely. I knew that to kill them would be a mercy, but that would mean getting close enough to fight them. And that would entail seeing the horrific fate that awaited me if they should initiate me into their ranks. 
Driven by my revulsion, I summoned my rat minions. I assumed correctly that they would become trapped as they had no way of consuming the specialised meat I’d cooked. Instead, I kited the gathered monsters through the rodent’s scrabbling ranks. Though ensnared, they gamely tore at the lower limbs of several of the passing human husks. Three of the things collapsed amidst the swarm from the sustained damage and were swiftly dealt with. Their death rattles were a joyous gurgle as my summons released them from their living hell. I hesitated at the awful sound. They were victims, not enemies in the traditional sense. Fighting with my shrieking flight response, I cautiously approached one of the figures. One of her eyes was missing, and her jaundiced yellow skin tore at the cheeks as she tried to speak. Her arms snaked out and began to claw at me in desperation. I pushed her away when one of her fingers raked down my face, cutting me deeply from the exposed bone. 
Though pitiable, they were still dangerous. 
A second man tore at my shirt, his gaping mouth alive with movement. Unable to scream or beg, he coughed up balls of baby spiders which hit the ground and flooded towards me. I swept my torch back and forth, burning them as I retreated. My instinctive horror was slowly being replaced by an overwhelming sorrow at their indescribable existence. Swinging my flail, I cracked the man in the head, triggering the familiar crit to flash. His health had dropped by half. Another whirling blow and he dropped to the webbing, his hive body splitting open to reveal thousands of eggs and recent hatchlings. I darted out of the way and pushed my inventory to the limits, spamming torches as fast as I could. Forming a ten foot wide circle of flame, I had my protection from the vile little creatures. 
Across the room, my summons vanished into blue smoke. I waited within my protective ring, crushing the skulls of the meandering foe as they approached. Only one more of the bodies proved to be an incubator to the spiderlings, and they burned themselves up trying to get to me.
I stood in the cleared room and looked at the corpses. I could tell myself that they weren’t real until the cows came home, but my brain wasn’t playing ball. I could feel the woman’s skeletal finger as it had opened up my cheek. I could feel the jarring impact through the magical links of my mace as skull met skull. No matter how often I repeated the mantra of they’re not real, I was a prisoner of my mind’s refusal to concede the point. That being the case, I would need to adapt my approach and harden my heart. The question occurred to me as I sat there. What was I going to be like at the end of this journey? Would I even recognise myself? The psychological assault, regardless of its validity, was already leaving me wrung out. 
“I need a drink,” I sighed, leaving the loot behind as I headed back to the safe room.
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Chapter 16

Lair Of The Spider Queen


I awoke with the mother of all hangovers. I’d drooled in my sleep, saturating the pillow beneath my head. Peeling my face from the fabric, I looked around with blurry eyes at the empty bottles of cider. I’d assumed they were just for taste. Boy, was I wrong. They had all the power of a regular drink and I was six deep before the effects began to manifest. I added another six to the tally and that was the last thing I could remember. The perpetual logs were still burning on the iron grate, the passage of time having no impact on the volume of fuel.  
“Where’s the aspirin?” I groaned, rolling to the side. 
Without a clock to judge, I had no idea how long I’d been out for. 
“Bart?”
“Yes, Mark?”
I looked over at my newly arrived alien sponsor. “You got any painkillers? My head feels like its about to come apart.”
“Have you forgotten where you are?”
My throbbing brain took a few seconds to catch up. “Ahh.” I grinned and summoned a pair of white tablets. Then some water. I popped them both in my mouth and emptied the glass. The water also helped unstick some of the furry gumminess that dragged at my words. 
“Thanks, Bart. You’re not so bad for an alien who wants to kill us all.” I massaged my temples and lay back on the pillow. Hopefully the medicine would work quickly. Not that I wanted to get back out into the dungeon.
“That’s nice of you to say. But I ask again, have you forgotten where you are?”
I cocked my head towards him, squinting against the torchlight which seemed a hell of a lot brighter than before I passed out. “Huh?”
“You have pain in your head, yes? From the alcohol?”
“Do the tablets and empty bottles not give it away?”
“They’re a clue, yes,” he replied, slowly. “Do I have to spell it out to you?”
“Please do. Quietly.”
“Look in your quickslot bar. What do you see?”
“Potions and spider legs.”
“What kind of potions?”
“Health and mana.” 
“And…”
Through my addled thoughts, an epiphany hit me. “No!”
“Yes.”
I consumed the health potion and my headache vanished in seconds. “Holy shit!”
“Neither holy, nor shit.”
“Bart, when I get out of this, we’re patenting this concoction! We’ll be trillionaires!”
He chuckled. “That sounds like a fine plan, Mark.”
I sighed heavily. “Bart?”
“Yes?”
“I don’t think I’m cut out for this. I’m not sure I can do it anymore.”
“What’s the matter?”
“I just want to see my dogs again. I’m not a hero. I’ve hurt people twice in my life and still regret it. And those fuckers deserved it!” 
Bart looked genuinely concerned at my return to melancholy. “Hold that thought.” In the blink of an eye he was gone. By the time it took me to sit up, he was back. “I’ve checked what information I may share with you.”
“Oh?” My interest was piqued in spite of my mood. “That quickly?”
“Yes. I’ve been allowed to confirm you are one of only eighteen percent of volunteers who have reached this point without suffering a death.”
“Bullshit.”
“No shit. Not even bull’s.”
“Really?” 
“Really. Can you see how remarkable that is? No matter how much you’ve struggled, you overcame the obstacles and won.”
My rudderless boat picked up the stiff wind of pride and started to tack back towards the shore. I wasn’t a boastful guy by nature. I liked to keep my victories, as rare as they were, largely to myself. I’ll be struck down by lightning if I didn’t admit my mood soared at the news. I wasn’t as much of a failure as I’d feared. Far from it, it seemed. 
“Am I to take it that the news has helped?”
I wagged a finger at him and smiled. “You’re a sly devil, Bart. No wonder you can flit between realities.”
“We all have our skills, Mark. Now you know yours.”
“Can you tell me the price to pay yet?”
Bart’s wrinkled face pinched and darkened. “I’m afraid not.”
“Ok. If you could keep petitioning the big boss to let us in on the secret that would be great.”
“Will there be anything else?”
“Why is your ship so weird? How does it fly? How does it slow down? It’s a ball of rock.”
“The technology would make your brain hurt again. And I don’t want to waste your potions.”
“So it doesn’t run on diesel?”
Bart chuckled. “Not since the upgrade, no. Good luck!”
He was gone again. 
The news had greatly buoyed my outlook. There was little chance of me reconciling the fact that the things I fought weren’t real, so I would just need to suck it up and think of the billions of people relying on me; use their lives as a shield against the horror and doubt. It was easy to say when I was sitting cosy in a suite fit for a king. To my surprise, my torn clothing had repaired itself either as I slept or as a result of the healing potion. I ignored the quirk and climbed from the bed.
The door shrieked as I made my way back out into the dungeon with a new sense of purpose that would last about fifteen minutes if I was lucky. Retracing my steps, I found the grateful corpses where they had fallen. After reapplying my webwalking buff, I pocketed forty seven copper coins and moved on to the bestiary. In my terror, I hadn’t even pulled up their information which was another thing I would need to start changing. Our captors had laid it out for us on a silver platter, minus the mistakes which still niggled at the back of my mind. In a future encounter, it could well mean the difference between life and death.
Corpse – Webspinner Larder (Lvl 3)
I dry heaved at the awful moniker. Immobile, but aware. Vile. I opened the tab.
Name – Webspinner Larder
Description – Caught by the arachnids, these poor souls become a living food source and warm nest for the hatchlings. Bound tightly, they watch through the silky filaments as the eight legged monstrosities close in to feed on their juices. Ok, enough! Eugh. For the love of god just kill them and set them free. 
Weakness – Physical damage
Immunities - Poison
It was time to loot the bodies. 
“You can do it.”
I stared at the incomplete remains. The hollows in their flesh where there should be no hollows. 
“You just need to select them and it’s done.”
The thought of what they might yield was almost as bad as facing them in combat. I didn’t imagine an enchanted mace would be among the loot.
“It’s like diving in a cold pool. Once you’re in, you’ll wonder what the problem was.”
My attempts at convincing myself were of little help. I pictured Bart and his enthusiasm at my efforts so far. I thought of the worlds yet to come. Necromancers, dinosaurs, killer robot tech billionaires. 
I braced myself and clicked on the loot icon.
Item – Human Flesh (common) 
Type – Consumable
Description – Human flesh softened by the digestive juices of a spider. Ready to eat out of the packet. Cooking recommended to negate toxins. 
Requirements – Strength 1 Dexterity 1
Effect – (Uncooked) Full immunity to arachnid neurological debuffs. Will suffer poison effects. (Cooked) Partial immunity to arachnid neurological debuffs. No poison debuff.
Misc - ???
Item – Silkweb Gossamer (uncommon) 
Type – Crafting
Description – Thick threads taken from the enshrouding cocoons of the larder pods. Stronger than steel, lighter than air.
Requirements – Intelligence 6 Wisdom 6 (Crafting 5)
Effect – Can be crafted into various items
Misc - ???
The final prize made me groan out loud. 
Companion Gained – Webspinner Hatchling
Description – The offspring of a Webspinner. Requires human flesh to survive.
“You’ve gotta be kidding me…”
Against my better judgement I called the creature forth and it appeared in my hand. My lifelong instinct was to drop the thing and climb on the nearest piece of furniture until I was sure it had fled or I’d died from dehydration. Instead, I took a long, slow breath and looked at it more closely. It was about the size of a tarantula, though it lacked the fur of its ancestor. 
“You’re really going to do it, aren’t you?” I asked myself. 
Then I did it and quickly stowed the creature back in my pack. As fast as I was, I still saw the hatchling pounce on the human meat and begin to cover it in web. Shuddering, I wiped the tainted hand on my trousers and forged on. 
I discovered a trick in the next area that allowed me to fight the cocoons one by one. A hit from one of my torches was enough to trigger the snapping of their tether. They would then approach, I didn’t really consider it an ‘attack’, and I’d deal with them at my leisure. I’d like to say the battles became easier on my conscience, but I’d be lying. I made a grand total of three hundred and six copper from their tattered corpses which went in the kitty. The amount of human meat I collected would’ve put Hannibal Lecter to shame. I had enough silkweb to build my own human larder if I so wished, which I obviously didn’t. I attempted to craft something from the material, but the tab was greyed out. Either I was too low level or it wasn’t relevant to the tutorial dungeon. 
My murderous, though purely liberational exploits, brought me to the final passage. The square walls were inlaid with a circular tunnel of finely weaved web. I stared down it with trepidation. The rat abomination had been capped at a low level and it still kicked the hell out of me. This was the final tutorial boss. I was under no illusion it would prove any easier than its rodent equivalent. I stepped across the springy, white layer and moved cautiously into the lair of the unknown enemy.
What awaited me at the arch was breath-taking in its scale. The squared altar chamber in the rodent lair had been replaced by a gigantic open sphere inside the dungeon. Suspended around the centre and stretching across like a vast skin was the web of the boss. Another huge cocoon sat in the centre, thick threads snaking up to the ceiling for support. Whether from an unseen breeze or the creature within, the entire surface thrummed like a speaker cone, small waves like oscillations rippling across the fine surface. 
I pulled up my big-boy pants, clasped my flail tightly, and stepped inside. There was no delay this time. I saw the massive front legs of whatever I faced appear over the top of the central nest. Two more followed, and then my mouth fell open as she appeared. Fused to the red fore-body was a woman of such dark beauty that my eyes hurt to look at her directly. Raven black hair flowed over her shoulders, concealing her breasts. Her stomach, pale as snow, melded with the spider’s form just below the navel. Bringing her hands together as if in prayer for the meal on offer, she stared at me with eyes which were pools of ebony in their sockets. Her blood red lips curled in a smirk as she climbed into full view.
Name – Shinara the Spider Queen (Boss) (Level 4)
Description – Abducted from the king by an abused courtesan, the infant princess was given over to the witch Cloris Vonner in revenge. Through dark rituals, the child was corrupted with the blood of Angaxx the Spider God. She is as hungry as she is beautiful. Gaze upon her and fall. Or be like a normal person and run like hell!
Weakness – ???
Immunities – Poison ???
“A new plaything,” she giggled. “How quaint.”
“Can we talk about this?” 
Shinara climbed leisurely down from the nest. “Talk? About what? You wish to worship me? Become my toy until I’ve used you up and left you empty and dry?”
“I was hoping we could maybe just play rock paper scissors and call it a day?”
Her brow wrinkled in puzzlement. “Rock paper scissors? What is this?”
“A game.”
She paused in her advance. I tried not to look at her lower anatomy and the maw which drooled a thick, green ooze. “I like games.”
I could feel my increased wisdom paying dividends. “Ok, so it goes like this.” I cupped my clenched fist. “You count to three. One, two, three.” I accentuated each number with a clapping blow into my palm. “And then you pick one of the three. Rock, a fist, beats scissors but loses to paper. Scissors, two fingers open like this, snip-snip, beat paper but lose to rock. And paper…”
She held out a flat hand. “You mean parchment?”
“Paper, parchment, same thing.”
“And parchment would beat rock, and lose to scissors.”
“Exactly.”
“It’s a game of guesswork and luck?” she asked.
“It is.”
Shinara clapped excitedly. “Marvellous! And I take it the prize you are looking for is a quick death?”
“Erm.”
“And if I win, you become the next father to my brood. You’ve already destroyed a countless number of my babies.”
This wasn’t going the way I’d wanted it to. Time for plan B. I took out her hatchling. “I’m sorry. I didn’t want to. I saved one of them. Look.”
She scowled at the tiny spider. “I care not. It’s one of thousands.”
Shit. There went my plan B. Her heart was as cold as her expression.
“Are we playing, or not?” She readied her hands expectantly.
I popped Spidey away, lowered my head and sighed. “Or not.”
Her face twisted into a mask of rage. “Your death will last months!”
I was ready for her charge and waited until the last second to dive aside. I hit the web and rolled into a standing position with the grace of a gymnastic cat. 
“Holy cow!” I blurted. 
My moment of shock was rewarded with a sideswipe from one of her legs that sent me sprawling. 
Scuttling backwards, she turned to face me. “Come, meat, feel my sting.”
“I’ve been engaged before. Once was enough.”
As she darted forward again, I turned and ran. I might not have been blessed with high wisdom, but I’d felt something in the web and I used it to my advantage. You’ve seen the space walks where Buzz Aldrin or whoever it was bounced across the moon because of the lower gravity? Well, that was me. I trampolined that nest like I was… a famous trampolinist. 
“You can’t run forever!” Shinara shrieked after me. 
“I’m not running, I’m bouncing!”
My mockery drew another scream of rage and I could see by the change in the fluttering  web she was no longer moving. Upon landing, I bent and grabbed the strands to prevent my renewed ascent. I dropped flat to the soft floor. The strings from her spinnerets fluttered over me, missing me by several feet. I rolled aside and made for her nest. Circling the fifteen foot high pod, I came to the opening. It was so dark inside I couldn’t make out anything, but the rustle-skitter told me there was something, or things, lurking within. I wasn’t about to take the chance of support mobs so I lit that thing up like a petrol soaked barbecue. I was able to throw three or four torches a second as if I was dealing a hand of cards just by thinking it. The partly matured Webspinners revealed by my flames went berserk as torches landed amongst them. The scattered clothing of numberless victims caught fire, engulfing the arachnids in an inferno. Blinded by the searing heat, they attacked each other and died. Shinara circled in pursuit just as the first tongues of flame were licking their way from her home.
“No!” she screamed.
“Uh-oh.” Now she was really pissed off. 
I bounded away, plotting my next move. My destruction of the nest had enraged Shinara and she mimicked my great leaps. The big difference was that she was better at it than I was. I rounded the chamber, trying to maintain distance, but she had eight legs to my two and the gap closed slowly but surely. Landing at the same time, her weight sent a ripple through the web that killed my momentum stone dead. You know how it is when you’re bouncing with friends and you both land awkwardly? That was me. My downward force caused my knees to buckle and smash into my face. I retained enough awareness to pop a potion that steadied my swimming vision. Just in time to see Shinara loom over me and ready her secondary stinger, which was attached like a snake to her underbelly. I rolled aside as it plunged through the web beside my head. 
The picture etched itself onto my memory like acid. Her quivering abdomen close enough to touch. Coarse hairs which also trembled with the tension of the strike. The slick shroud which housed her proboscis. I grabbed out with my free hand and clutched the hardened tip where it softened to muscle. I can’t say what it felt like. I’m sure you can picture it in your mind. Suffice it to say, I held that thing tight and I tugged on it as fast and hard as I could. Shinara didn’t seem to be enjoying it too much as she bucked and tried to throw me off. I switched weapons and used my coward’s dagger to saw through the meat. What it lacked in the ability to boost one’s self-esteem, it more than made up for in its razor sharpness. I fell to the web, her throbbing stinger in my hand. As she recoiled screaming, the wound sprayed my open mouth with spider blood. I gagged, spat out the rancid ichor, and climbed to my feet.
The damage was ghastly but mostly superficial judging by her almost full health bar. The bleeding root withdrew back into her body, stemming the flow. Her black eyes blazed with incomparable malice. I have no idea what possessed me, but I pitched that stinger at her face as hard as I could. Given the opportunity a thousand times, I could’ve never got the shot any better. The venom-soaked point buried itself in her right eye, sinking deeply into the socket. If the pain of it being cut off was bad, the agony it inflicted as it half blinded her was enough to make the gods take notice. Tearing it free, black ooze streamed down her once beautiful face. 
“I’ll bleed you dry!” she screamed.
“No thanks, I had an ex-girlfriend that did that.”
My casual disdain added to the pain in driving her crazy. She charged at me, and again I leaped to the side out of danger. My skill at Dark Souls might’ve been subpar, but I was in a zone I’d never experienced before. Despite her loathsome, terrifying appearance, I was calm and calculating. I’d noticed a weakness. Like most species of spider, they lacked the ability to move well in a sideways motion or in a speedy turn. The legs had to do the work to shuffle them around. I decided to try something crazy and readied myself for the next rush. Beside herself with agony and frustration, Shinara obliged. I jumped, bounced again with all my strength, and propelled myself into the air. Her arms reached for me as I sailed over, landing nimbly on her bulbous body. I spun round and dived onto her back. Hooking my feet together around her waist, I looped the flail around her neck and pulled. The magical vertebrae dug into her windpipe, cutting off the air. She grasped at the links, trying to pull them free. I only pulled tighter, the base of my back straining with effort. Shinara’s black hair whipped my face as she thrashed, a squeaky gurgle issuing from her perfect lips. 
“Just die!” I sobbed.
Her health bar was ticking away rapidly. In the centre of the room, the nest was an out of control fireball. Its tremendous heat caused the ceiling tethers to snap one by one, each strand causing the web to pitch and roil like stormy waves. Through it all, I held on for dear life. I could see the side of Shinara’s face as I strangled her. The pale skin was now a deep shade of purple from trapped blood. With a sound like tearing cloth, the compromised web gave way completely. My stomach jumped into my mouth as I fell. The spider queen broke my impact, but the force of our landing threw me violently from her back. 
Aided by the steep concavity of the spherical chamber, we both tumbled towards the blaze. Coughing and wheezing, Shinara slammed her legs into the stone and stilled her descent. In my panic I whipped the flail around, achieving nothing. Remembering the dagger through the skull rattling daze of the fall, I summoned it and desperately stabbed at the thin mortar joints. The blade struck true and stopped me from fully pitching into the searing heat. I scrabbled away, but not before my shoes and lower trousers burst into flame. Ignoring the pain, I crawled a few more feet before patting them out. The skin was bubbling with rapidly forming blisters, so I necked a health potion and turned towards my enemy. 
“I’m going to enjoy liquefying you from the inside out,” she croaked.
I winced at the deep bruising around her neck until I reminded myself of what she was. A witch formed hellbeast who killed people by the hundreds.
Shinara tensed to strike. 
I summoned my ratlings as she jumped. 
Dodging her weakened attack with ease, I watched without pity as she landed among my furry minions. They climbed her legs, their jagged teeth tearing at her. It was the work of seconds to drain the last of her health and she slumped to the ground, squashing some of my friends. A wan smile formed on her lips as she perished, her human body sagging forward. 
I looked at her corpse as my summons vapourised and drifted away. 
I suddenly felt the need to sit down. 
My rump hit the stone and I watched the blackened webspinner carcasses turn to ash.
It was a long time before I stood. 
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Chapter 17

Aftermath


There was nothing left of the nest but glowing embers. To my surprise, I was still able to loot the corpses as if they had fallen to my flail instead of arson. The bizarrely unburned legs and venom sacks popped into my inventory while I rummaged through the ash. Another sixty copper pieces went into my pocket. I was approaching five hundred in total, but I had no idea if that made me rich or just not quite as poor as Harold the Beggar. Though reluctant to do so, I turned my attention to the grand prize. There was no waiting chest to bypass the cheating victory. I’d killed this thing outright. Pride and revulsion waged war in my soul.  
Corpse – Shinara the Spider Queen
I was grateful that the dark tresses masked her death rictus. She was a monster, yes, but she had once been a princess. Heiress to a kingdom. A beloved daughter to a doting father. Now she was a hybrid creature out of darkest nightmare and I consoled myself with her final look of acceptance. Deep within, she must have retained a sliver of her humanity. That had to be why she smiled faintly as her life ended. I prayed she might reunite with her lost family in whatever afterlife they believed in. My finger triggered the looting. 
Item – Ring of the Duskthorne Dynasty (rare) 
Type – Jewellery (finger)
Description – A ring bequeathed to Princess Shinara by her father King Dalton Duskthorne. Hung from a necklace of finest gold until she came of age and could finally don the family sigil. As a final insult, the dark witch Cloris Vonner left the bejewelled trinket with her vile creation. It served as a reminder of what Shinara might have been had the king listened to the accusations of abuse brought against his brother, Prince Alex. Instead, King Dalton chose family honour over justice and in so doing doomed his only living heir.
User Requirements – Intelligence 3 Wisdom 3
Effect – + 3 Dexterity + 3 Charisma
Misc – None
Item – Lock of Shinara’s Hair (rare) 
Type – Fetish
Description – This hair, as black as night, was taken from the Spider Queen herself. Containing the tainted magic of Angaxx the spider god, it imbues the wearer with arachnid gifts. Tie to jewellery or keep on one’s person to gain benefits
User Requirements – None
Effect – Provides immunity to web adhesion.
Provides ability - Arachnid Setules to wearer
Misc – None
I had no idea what setules were, so I left the severed strands in my pack while I looked over the rest of the gear.
Item – Spider Queen Venom Sac (rare) 
Type – Weapon augmentation
Description – The purest form of concentrated spider toxin. Distilled by centuries of hate and rage, this venom has a chance to incapacitate almost all low level biological enemies as well as apply poison debuff.
User Requirements – Intelligence 6 Wisdom 6 (Augmentation Lvl 4)
Effect – Causes paralysis. Causes poison.
Misc – Will not work on non-biological entities. 
Item – Spider Queen Silkweb Gossamer (rare) 
Type – Crafting
Description – A stronger version of the common threads drawn from webspinners. 
User Requirements – Intelligence 6 Wisdom 6 (Crafting 5)
Effect – Can be crafted into powerful items
Misc – High resistance to slashing damage 
???
Item – Resurrection Scroll (rare) x 2
Type – Non-mana spell
Description – This scroll allows the reader to resurrect any biological entity
User Requirements – None
Effect – Once cast, will revive any biological creature
Misc - None
The haul was prodigious and I marvelled at the valuables. The ring was sized for a lady’s finger, but in my hand it magically grew in size, fitting me perfectly as I slipped it on. 
“Ok, that’s clever.” 
The pointless chain became a simple gold necklace that I could sell to any trader. I discovered a hundred silver coins that joined my copper stash. If I’d had to carry them properly, I would eventually be dragging a sack behind me the size of a family car. That would scupper any chance I had of moving quickly or approaching with stealth. Beside the grunts of heaving the bloody thing along, I’d jingle so hard I could be heard in other worlds. As amusing as that might be to the aliens watching, I could only assume they had binned the idea as unconducive to an entertaining spectacle and sized our pack accordingly, like Mary Poppins. 
Standing amidst the destruction I’d wrought, I wondered what came next. Without any pointers, I ran up the curved stone and jumped for the web. Catching hold of it, I began to climb.
“Mark, what are you doing?”
Bart’s voice caused me to flinch and lose my grip. I rolled down the same curvature of stone I’d just ascended and came to a stop by his feet.
I glared up at him, the room still spinning. “You could’ve appeared before I tried to climb out.”
“Sorry, Mark.” He held out a hand and pulled me to my feet. It was unsettling to feel the awesome power in the arm when it looked like a pale, liver spotted twig. 
“What now?”
“Let’s head back to the safe room, shall we? You deserve a drink.”
“You can say that again.”
“Might I suggest we refrain from alcohol this time?” he cautioned.
“I can’t promise anything. I’ll never have another hangover, so what’s the harm?”
Bart shook his head, grinning. “I see your point. Here we go.”
Everything flashed white for a split second and I found myself back in the warm bedroom. 
“There aren’t any spiders in here, are there?”
Bart conjured a pest control certificate. “None at all. This is an insect-free safe room.”
I sunk into the soft chair by the fire and summoned a double brandy. “I can’t believe I made it.”
“Point one percent.”
I sipped at the amber liquor before turning towards him. “Excuse me?”
“Only point one percent of you made it through unscathed.”
I paused with the glass at my lips. “Point one percent?”
Bart nodded. 
“Wow.”
“Wow indeed, Mark. My superiors are extremely happy with your performance so far.”
I thought I’d give it another try. No harm in asking, right? “Any chance we can call it a day?”
“No. But you’re one step closer to the goal. How do you feel?”
“Honestly? A bit numb. Like I’ve woken from a dream and I’m not quite sure what’s real and what’s not, you know? That weird few seconds where the mind tries to hold on to the fantasy while the real world asserts itself.”
“That sounds quite bizarre.”
I took a larger gulp of the brandy, letting the heat blaze a trail down my throat. “You don’t dream?”
“No. And the way you describe it, I’m quite glad.”
“Oh, Bart, you have no idea what you’re missing. They can be bloody awful, but also the most beautiful things in the world. You can be someone incredible. You can be the guy who gets the girl. You can have the family you always wanted.” I’d often dreamed of my own upbringing and how it would’ve been if I’d actually had parents that cared for me. I downed the rest of the liquor as my mood soured.
He frowned. “But it’s all an illusion.”
“Not when you’re in it. It feels as real as this room. As real as you and me. The dreams, both good and bad, stay with you forever. They can change you.”
Bart’s expression shifted to one of reflection. “I can see now why your species creates such wondrous fantasy.”
I finished off the brandy. “When life hands you lemons, you create magical worlds to escape from them.”
“I’m not sure that’s how the saying goes.”
“It’s how mine goes, Bart.” I conjured a fresh tipple and turned to him. “What happens now?”
“My advice would be to open all of your achievements and see what you’ve received. Then it’s a simple case of picking your first world after we go through some basics.”
I remembered the pages of hidden worlds. “What’s with all the ones hidden by question marks?”
“They will reveal themselves as you increase in power and skill.”
“Aren’t the eight enough?” I was weary beyond words at the thought of fighting through another realm, much less seven, and then dozens more.
“It might be you do so well in four of the trials that the masters deem you worthy, but I can’t make that decision. I’m sorry.”
“Can I get a supervisor down here? I need to make a complaint.”
“Any complaints must be made through me, Mark.”
“I was jo… wait, did you say I could make complaints?”
“I did.”
“Will they make any difference?”
He pulled a face that said; what do you think?
“Fine. But I want to see my dogs.”
Bart pulled his vanishing trick again. Except this time Honey and Marco appeared with him. She whined in fear until her deep brown eyes locked on mine. Marco wasn’t as fearful and started to explore the room. Darting over, Honey jumped into my lap, knocking the glass flying from my hands. I was drowned in doggy kisses, laughing like a madman the whole time. Her rump was wagging so hard she slipped from my lap. I caught her before she could fall and pulled the soppy pooch into a tight hug. Marco whined at my feet, wanting to join us, so I swapped the seat for a full sofa, allowing them both to climb up with me.
“I missed you. Have you been good for Mrs Atkins?”
She chuffed softly in answer. Marco looked away guiltily, no doubt due to some mischief involving my bin. He’d learned the pedal control within an hour of me buying it.
“Has she been bribing you with my chicken?”
Their heads cocked to the side at the C word and Marco licked his chops. 
“I don’t have…” I’d forgotten where I was from the joy of seeing them. A small plate of shredded breast appeared on the arm of the chair. She wriggled around and sat back down, waiting for my signal. Marco was panting eagerly. “I think I’m going to feed you this time, ok?”
I was entirely forgotten now the perfectly cooked meat was waiting. I spent the next five minutes feeding Honey like I had when she’d been sick. Even though she was wildly excited, Honey took each morsel from my fingers with care. Marco was less delicate, an insatiable mouth that demanded more and more.
“Any chance they can stay with me? In my pack?”
“I’m sorry, but your canine companions have to go back to your world.”
The chicken was gone so Marco set to work on the plate itself, licking it clean. “We call them dogs, Bart.”
“I have to return them now. I’ll be right back.”
It hurt to lose them again, but the short visit had soothed my soul in a way I couldn’t describe. Perhaps it was the fathomless love from creatures that had no ill will, no ulterior motives other than sharing their hearts and short lives with whichever human they chose. 
“Bart, do I keep the powers once I’ve finished everything?”
“I don’t know the answer to that. Why?”
“Because there are a whole bunch of animal abusers that I’d like to set my rat swarm on. See how they like getting attacked.”
“And eaten,” Bart added helpfully.
“I was just going to take a limb or two, but now you come to mention it, I think I’d like to let my minions do their worst.”
“Mark, it’s time. Honey, Marco, here.”
I was about to warn him that they didn’t do well at obedience unless food was involved, but Honey gave me a quick lick and Marco bolted to Bart’s side as if he was the damned dog whisperer. “Traitors.”
My friends doggy grinned and then they were gone. I expected the ache of separation. What I hadn’t expected was for their visit to light a fire under my arse. Somewhere in the chaos I’d forgotten about the lives of those who couldn’t speak up for themselves. Call me a pussy. I don’t care. I was an animal lover. Maybe the word love was too strong for Chihuahuas, more a grudging respect. I don’t know if I had some kind of anti-huahua-pheromone, but the little sods hated me. I’d lost count of the amount of ankle nips I’d suffered while walking my own dogs. The owners were distraught and assured me their beloved little ball of hell hadn’t done anything like that before, and I was inclined to believe them. I mean, my calves are good, I’d just prefer they not end up with tiny little needle punctures from Peaches the snow-white demon floof. 
Bart snapped back into existence in his favourite chair. “Have you checked your achievements and loot?”
“You were gone like two seconds, Bart.”
“I’ll wait.”
“Thanks. Then I’d like some answers about what’s coming if you can share that information?”
“Perhaps,” he replied, vaguely.
“You suck.”
“That’s what she said.”
I side-eyed Bart.
“No?” he asked.
“No.”
“Very well.” He straightened his posture in the chair and stared at the fire.
I returned to the achievements and was hit by another wave of scrolling tabs.
Achievement Unlocked – Dungeon Complete – Lair of the Spiders
Description – You have completed the second tutorial dungeon. Good work! (Honestly, no sarc!)
Reward – Basic Loot Box (Bronze)
Achievement Unlocked – Tutorial Dungeon Complete!
Description – You have finished both levels of the tutorial dungeon. Great work!
Reward – Basic Loot Box (Bronze Superior)
Achievement Unlocked – Arachnid Exterminator
Description – You destroyed the Spider Queen Shinara. The people of Eshudin will rejoice that they may walk safely in the night once more.
Reward - Boss Loot Box (bronze)
Achievement Unlocked – Cold Hearted
Description – You murdered every baby in the tutorial except for lootable companions which you probably wanted to kill too. You evil son of a bitch. 
Reward – Chillguise Pendant
Achievement Unlocked – Wrecking Ball (No Death Run)
Description – No Miley this time. Only you. No licking! You are a one man killing machine, destroying everything in your path with ease. Your enemies tremble, as if the very hooves of the Four Horsemen are clattering towards them instead of cheap moccasins.
Reward – “Fated” tattoo
I wasn’t too keen on the tattoo and said as much to Bart.
“Don’t worry about it. It’s like your magic ink that only shows up under blacklight. Except it’s not. Your thoughts can make it visible or not as you command.”
“So I can think it off?”
“Yes.”
“Does it summon a dirty great meathead covered in practice tats to put it on me?”
Bart scowled at my bizarre remark. “No, it just… appears. Like magic. But not like ink. No blacklight needed.”
“Take a breath. You’re confusing yourself.”
“Give me a break. I’ve been on your world a day.”
I winked at him to show I was kidding. “Do I get to choose where it goes?”
“Umm, no.”
“So it could appear on my face like Mike Tyson?”
“It could cover your entire face, and head, and body. It’s random.”
“You’re not filling me with hope here,” I muttered.
I had so much loot to go through but the tattoo had me intrigued so I pulled it up. 
Item – Tattoo – Fated (Level 1) (epic) 
Type – Body modification
Description – The symbol of the Fated. One’s whose destinies are ordained to be greater than mere mortals. Mediocrity fades. Legends live forever.
User Requirements – Having skin
Effect – The Fated tattoo allows you to drain a portion of the life essence of any living creature to restore your own. 
Misc – Can only be used once per day.
“Once per day? What a crock.”
“If you could drain everyone you came across you’d be immortal. A god.”
“I don’t see the downside.” I replied.
Bart huffed. “Try telling that to the millions of corpses you could leave in your wake.”
“What would they care?” I shrugged. “They’re dead.”
“Are you being facetious?”
“What’s poo got to do with anything?” I grinned.
“Facetious, not faeces.”
“I know, I know. Yes, I’m messing around. Don’t panic. I’m not going to go all Grim Reaper on the universe.”
“Thank goodness. You had me worried there for a moment.”
“So I just activate it and hope for the best?”
Bart nodded.
“Please not Mike Tyson. Please not Mike Tyson.” I figured if I begged hard enough, it might listen as I triggered the process.
For once my efforts paid off and it went to the second worst place for anyone seeking gainful employment; my hand. A dark red spot appeared up near my wrist with the feeling of a pinprick. I started to waft my hand when a burning sensation spread across my previously unblemished skin, taking the crimson ink with it. I watched in painful fascination as the unseen artist created his masterpiece. The whorls ended partway down my fingers, looking like tiny wrapped snakes. Dead centre on the back of my hand was a bleeding, open eye. I damn near fell out of the chair when it turned to look at me.
“What the shit?” I rubbed at it as if I could just brush it off.
“It signifies that they are watching you.”
“They who?” 
“It doesn’t matter. All that matters is you’ve got their attention.”
I tried to avoid looking at it, but the bloody thing was looking at me! “Bart, do you know how off-putting this is? I’ve got to sleep with this!”
“Mark, just fade it out. One thought, that’s all it takes.”
I had a horrible feeling it would remain, even when I was doing… other stuff. Rubbing one out while a huge bloody eye stared at me was bound to put me off my stroke. My breath blew out in a grateful sigh when it seemed to drain into my body and disappear like a liquid. “Thank god for that.”
“Now for the rest of your gear,” Bart urged. 
Item – Chillguise Pendant (rare) 
Type – Jewellery (necklace)
Description – Legend has it this black chain was torn from the neck of Is’Tok the Chillwraith when he took corporeal form during the war for Adarim. Berrick Tharn, the brave commander who wounded the lord of the nether-realm, was encased in ice during the battle. To this day, his form stands proudly outside the Indriac Citadel, frozen until the magi can undo the curse.
User Requirements – Strength 12 Intelligence 10
Effect – Offers high resistance to cold and cold effects
Misc – Chance to freeze melee enemies for 10 seconds upon being hit
I lacked the prerequisites, but the cold protection sounded awesome. My holiday preference was a Turkish resort with forty degree heat. Pools and cocktails. I’d tried skiing once. I looked like the Stay Puft Marshmallow Man, except bright, garish orange. Even with all the insulation I was freezing the whole time. Never again. 
It was time for the loot boxes. I started with the basic bronze, leaving the best until last.
Item – Adventurer’s Helm (common) 
Type – Clothing (armour, light)
Description – A leather helm fashioned from the hide of oxen
User Requirements – Strength 2 Dexterity 2
Effect – Provides low resistance to critical damage
Misc - None
Not the worst thing I could’ve had. It fit snugly around my head when I equipped it, smelling of the curing ointments. I moved on to the superior box.
Item – Iron Greaves (uncommon) 
Type – Clothing (armour, heavy)
Description – Smith-forged armour designed to protect the lower legs.
User Requirements – Strength 4
Effect – Provides damage reduction to lower legs
Misc – Heavy armour types reduce stealth
With nothing to lose, I popped them on. They held in my fluttering trousers, but I felt instantly safer from any Chihuahuas I might come across. It was time for the boss box.
Item – Gauntlets of Spite (rare) 
Type – Clothing (armour, light)
Description – Beside himself with grief, Shinara’s father sent Eliot le Chaleureux, the kingdom’s most elite ranger, to end her suffering. Instead, Eliot fell first to her beauty, and then to her venom. Once her children had hatched, Shinara returned what was left of the champion to the king as a warning. No further expeditions were mounted by the bereft monarch. Eliot’s magical leather gauntlets remained as her prize.
User Requirements – Dexterity 6
Effect – Increased ranged critical strike damage
Misc - None
“Not too bad. If only I had a weapon to use with it.” Not that I had any experience shooting with a bow and arrow. I was more Legoless than Legolas. “I think that just about wraps it up, Bart.”
“Very good. It seems your efforts paid off.”
“If I’d come out of this with a broken straight sword I’d have been pissed.”
“A broken…”
I held up a hand to stop him. “Never mind. What are these basics you were talking about?”
“Now that you’ve completed the tutorial phase, more of your interface will become active. You can level up, select a class, take on quests, and begin learning the non-combat skills related to the game.”
“You mean like using Shinara’s web material?”
“When you reach the required skill, absolutely.”
“I assume level up means picking stats to increase?”
“Indeed. Read each category thoroughly and decide in which direction you wish your capabilities to lie. You can spread them out, but that will limit you in other ways.”
I had an inkling of what he meant. “Jack of all trades, master of none kind of thing?”
“It depends how you approach the worlds. There’s nothing stopping you from boosting them all if you have the time to devote to the grind. My advice, for what it’s worth?”
“I’m all ears.”
“Specialise. Leave the other skills to someone else.”
I sat bolt upright in my chair. “You said someone else. Do you mean other volunteers?”
“No. I was talking about people within the worlds you encounter.”
“You mean the creations. The NPCs?”
A brief flash of confusion passed over Barts face. “Yes. Exactly. The NPCs. You are travelling to worlds of great danger. They will have their own active adventurers trying to help.”
“What aren’t you telling me, Bart?”
“Nothing. And that brings us neatly on to classes.”
I could tell he was lying, but what was I going to do? He’d given me the pleasure of spending time with Honey and Marco when he really didn’t have to. I was in his debt. “Paladins, all that stuff?”
“Yes. You can pull them all up once you hit the world and read through them. There’s no immediate rush to pick one. See what you feel comfortable with when you’ve had a chance to complete a few quests.”
“I’ve done well so far with the flail, so a melee class seems ok. But on the other hand, I’ve only made it this far because of my minion summons, so maybe a sorcerer would be better?”
Bart raised a warning finger. “No. Don’t conflate your summons with real spells. Even at a low level you can use them while being a warrior. It’s only the really powerful creatures that require a hefty investment into intelligence.”
“You make them sound pretty badass, Bart.”
“They are, but so too will you be by investing the points into physical stats like strength and constitution.”
“And dexterity. Did you see my rolls in the dungeon?”
“I did. Your agility will only improve as you put points into it. Not to mention your weapon skill.”
“You’re not making my job any easier here.” One of my biggest weaknesses was always at character creation. I’d fret over the most minute details, hoping to make as close to a perfect character as possible. I’d cheat my arse off and reroll in Baldur’s Gate until I got a ninety plus to allocate. I’d dig deep into each class, worrying about how they would fare across various encounters. The problem was that it was all unnecessary. A tiny weakness here and there was never game breaking, but do you think I could stop myself? Nope.
“You’ll figure it out, Mark.”
“I guess I don’t have much choice, do I?”
“No,” Bart replied. “Are you ready to pick the world?”
“Not in the least.”
“Ok, but you’ll still pick one?”
“You know I will,” I sighed.
“Did you want anything to eat before you leave?” 
“If I did, I’d only throw it up. I’m scared shitless.”
“Just think of what you’ve already been through. Would the Mark of yesterday ever imagine being able to complete such a feat?”
He had a solid point. “I guess not.”
“You didn’t get the Fated mark by luck. Your abilities are exceedingly rare. Point one percent.”
“Just call me Luke Skywalker.”
“I don’t know who that is. My point is you’re quite remarkable.”
“Flattery will get you everywhere.”
“Ready?”
I shook my head vigorously while answering, “Yes.”
“That’s the spirit!”
The room disappeared in a flash.
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Chapter 18

A Green And Not So Pleasant Land


I studied the choices again but there was only one that appealed to me. And appeal wasn’t exactly the right word for having my arm forced up behind my back until the tendons tore.  
“Bart?”
He appeared beside me. “Yes, Mark?”
“I forgot to ask. Is there any way I can override a poor choice by the other volunteers?”
“No. Group decision, remember?”
“Damnit!” I had visions of war weary adventurers picking Happy Happy Fun Land hoping for a reprieve. 
“Is there anything else?”
“If I get killed by pixie dust I’m going to be pissed.”
Bart chuckled. “Good luck.”
I was left alone with the floating tablet. The tutorial was greyed out otherwise I’d have tried to select it again. It was at least a known quantity. I gave it a try just in case, but the tab was unresponsive. “Positive mental attitude, Mark. That’s all it takes. Think good thoughts and the others will pick anything but airy fairy land.” Even Mecha Tyrannicus would be preferable.
I made my choice for A Green and Pleasant Land and waited. Never in my wildest dreams had I ever imagined praying to be transported to an orc infested warzone, but there I was. 
“Volunteers, we have a winner. It was a close call, but you’ll be transported to the world in ten seconds. Prepare yourselves.”
I waited for the mind-message to fill in the most important detail; where we were going. Nothing else came through on the Brain Radio, and I started to get antsy. “Hang on! How about a clue?”
Silence.
“It better not be bloody pixies!”
My world burst into a white supernova.

[image: image-placeholder]Going from a standing position to one where you’re laid down was perturbing to say the least. I breathed in deeply, smelling mud, straw, and other not so pleasant scents. I was staring at thick wooden beams holding up layers of thatch. There was no symmetry to the construction or square edges on the timber. These were trees cut down, stripped, and laid directly on the wattle and daub walls. Judging by how much of the daub had crumbled, the property wasn’t in the finest of states. The thin wattles peeked through like the ribs of a corpse. That brought back memories of the spider’s food, so I quickly forced them away. I looked to my right and found a clay pitcher of water on a small, wooden stool, and on the floor a clay pot containing… well, I’m sure you can guess. And it wasn’t mine, I knew that much. I’d been here for a few seconds at most. My bed was lumpy, packed with hay. The pillow was slightly better, feathers if I were to guess based on the sharp tips that poked at my cheek through the sweat stained fabric. 
“Where’re the pixies?” I whispered.
Swinging my legs from the bed, I checked myself over. All of my equipment was still present and correct. Weapons. Armour. A million torches. Fifty eight health potions, forty one mostly useless mana potions, and too many spider legs and chunks of people to count. I was hoping to find a cannibal vendor who could take most of them off my hands. I’d keep a couple back for Spidey, of course, but the rest needed to go. On that note, I fed my companions before stowing them safely back into my pack.
“What now? I feel like Goldilocks sleeping in the kid’s bed. I better not get mauled to death by an angry daddy bear.”
I made the mistake of looking too closely at the chamber pot. It certainly wasn’t porridge floating within. 
One of the previously greyed out tabs was flashing in the corner of my vision. I activated it and a whole new interface showed up. The Journal portion was filled with my only success so far which was the completion of the tutorial. To the left, the Quest icon was backlit with gold. 
“Ok, let’s see where we are.”
Quest – Save the Villagers
Description – A raiding party of orcs led by Snaglak the Famished has struck the farming village of Peacehaven. Rescue the survivors before they become the celebratory feast.
Reward – Basic crafting box (bronze) 
+ 10 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
“Yes!” I whisper cheered in the disgusting bedroom. No pixies! This was the best day of my life! I said a mental thank you to the other adventurers and readied myself. This was the real shit. I opened up the minimap and expanded it into the world map. I whisper cheered again. “Open world, baby! Yeah!” Unsurprisingly it was just a vague landmass shaped like an inverted horseshoe, littered with places of note with no descriptions or names. I could see fortresses, wall-guarded passes, vast mountain ranges, kingdom spanning forests, and a lighthouse. I was in my element as I looked it over in more detail. My starting position was marked with a golden, four-pointed star. A skull was overlaid on the mountain to the west, and I assumed that to be the location described in the world selection tablet; Whitespear Mountain. A red crown lay atop a fortress to the southeast, and I took that to mean the potential location of Milton Dawnstar. Or I had the whole thing wrong and would wind up getting myself totally lost. 

[image: image-placeholder]
Leaving the bedroom, I found the first signs of the attack. The door was hacked to pieces, laying on the earthen floor like spilled kindling. The small dining table had been knocked over, splashing uneaten stew up the walls. A cook pot smoked in the fireplace as the food dried out and burned. I also noticed the blood which sat in thick pools. People had died here. My excitement ebbed away as I thought of their suffering. A toy rabbit had been shredded, the head staring up at me, its neck a stump of torn straw. 
“Orc bastards.”
I could hear faint, dark laughter coming through the doorway. The purple twilight outside was creeping into the full darkness of night. I wanted to see what was going on before formulating a plan of attack, so I took off the greaves and left myself free to sneak. My toe caught a small coin purse on the floor as I made to leave. Ordinarily if something wasn’t nailed down or guarded by an observant NPC, that shit was going in my pocket. Cash, jewellery, useless weapons I could see, family heirlooms. It’s not my most noble trait, I’ll admit. This was different somehow. Everything around me spoke of the toil that had gone into amassing such a meagre kitty. I had no way of knowing if the owners were still alive, but I left the coins where they had fallen just in case.
The alleys between the small hovels were a quagmire from recently fallen rain and heavy footfall. I put one shoe down and the sucking squelch as I removed it was no better than ringing the dinner bell. My only other option was the roof. I looked at the tightly packed thatch and decided against it. The rustling would be less severe, but knowing my luck I’d get to my reconnaissance point and crash through the bloody thing. Noticing the mud closest to the homes was protected by the overhanging straw and thus marginally drier, I hugged the wall and set off. The safest route was behind the humble properties as the weak torchlight of the main thoroughfare couldn’t penetrate the gloom. This in turn meant I had to tread carefully because I couldn’t see much either. 
I slowed as a noticeably larger building came into view, backlit by the flames.
As I approached, I could smell the familiar scents of beasts. Whichever animals were inside, they were clearly agitated. I could hear the low nickers as heavy forms shifted within pens. The rear doors stood open, throwing a cone of light from within. Before taking a chance on being revealed by the glow, I stood with my back to one of the barn doors and listened. The evil laughter nearby was now more pronounced, but to my untrained ears nothing was moving inside except for the penned animals. I kept low and snuck a glance around the edge, quickly whipping myself back out of sight. I’d been both right and wrong. It was only the animals moving, because the orc in the barn was passed out next to a collection of empty bottles and a partly eaten foal. The sight of the gutted, defenceless creature filled me with a cold rage. I looked again and pulled up the orc’s stats. 
Name – Orc Raider (Lvl 4)
Description – A common orc warrior used as fodder by the goblin overlords. As ugly as they are useless at anything but killing and dying.
Weakness – Poison ???
Immunities – None
I could see there was a status afflicting the orc and I pulled that up too. 
Affliction – Drunk (Unconscious)
Description – Consuming large amounts of alcohol inhibits fighting ability, stats, and vision
Duration – 8 hours
So this thing was paralytic? Good. I left cover and pulled out my coward’s blade. The horses snorted as I passed, having lost all their trust in the two-legs. One of the mares was leaning from her pen, staring dolefully at her slain child with expressive brown eyes. I pulled a face that to humans expressed sorrow. To the grieving animal, all that mattered was the loss of her baby. My teeth clenched so hard my jaw started to throb. I noticed as I neared that the killer still had a strip of its partly eaten flesh in one hand. Its snaggle fanged mouth was twisted in a bloody sneer. Its oily green skin was mottled with purple blemishes. My hatred overrode my fear of the thing which would stand taller than me if awake, not to mention more muscular. Even unconscious, the layers of muscle below its rusting armour were staggering. The rats and the spiders were governed by their nature, nothing more. The orcs were a manifestation of true evil, existing only to bring suffering and death. Any compunction I felt about killing vanished as I buried my blade to the hilt in its eye socket. The armour clad legs kicked once and then fell still. An achievement pinged and I ignored the notification, kneeling at the foal. I let the bloodied dagger fall to the hoof scuffed earth. 
“You’ll regret this,” I warned myself. 
I didn’t care. The scene reminded me of a tragedy that I’d witnessed outside my arcade. An elderly woman, walking her own two pugs. One of the dogs saw something and bolted from the pavement, directly into the path of a car. It was killed instantly. The thing that stuck with me wasn’t the wailing owner, but the dog’s companion who pawed at the dead friend, whining. When it couldn’t rouse the body, it lay beside it and mewled pitifully. That shit stuck with me. The mother horse had the exact same expression of loss. I pulled out one of the resurrection scrolls and double checked the wording again. Biological entity. It was pretty damned clear. I flattened the curled parchment as best I could, laid it in the mud, and placed a hand on the still warm foal.
“Ara Vero Zuulo Mer.”
The yellowed paper crumbled to dust as I said the final word. Deep within the open chest of the infant horse, its heart reformed and started to thump with life. The savage claw marks knitted closed. I climbed to my feet as the hollowed body began to steam with regenerating organs and flesh. Fresh hide grew at each side of the ghastly opening, flowing together like water. Breath blew from its nostrils, kicking up a puff of hay dust. In a state of confusion, the foal lifted its head and looked around. Spying its mother nearby, it stood up on shaky legs and approached. 
“There you go, little one.”
My hand reached for the iron bar securing the pen, but I suddenly realised I had next to no knowledge of equine behaviour. The mother had seen her child perish. Would she accept this reborn simulacrum? I watched nervously as the parent cautiously sniffed at the resurrected animal. The seconds dragged out interminably until I was sure my efforts had been wasted. I sighed with relief when big momma whinnied and licked at the little one. Throwing caution to the wind, I gently eased the gate open, and moved back to allow the reunion to take place. When they were safely snuggling together again, I locked the gate and turned my attention back to the mission. I’d been lucky with the drunk orc. I might not be with the rest of the raiding party. 
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Chapter 19

Suppertime


The lack of spilled black blood from the killing wound helped me immeasurably. Anyone looking for their orcish friend would see the horse blood and assume the brute had taken his meal somewhere more private.  
Or at least I hoped that was how it looked. 
I dragged the corpse into an empty stall and covered it with loose straw. Leaving through the rear, I merged with the shadows again. The homes and barn gave way to stores keeping ploughs and other farming equipment out of the rain. All in all, the village comprised about thirty buildings of varying size around a central square. Picking the darkest path, I slunk closer to the raucous activity. What I spied peering around the corner of a small home will forever haunt me. Two dozen weeping villagers bound by chains to thick posts near the well. The splayed ends of the stakes indicated they had been recently hammered into the ground. A row of fires burned, the meat being turned on the spits above had once been the family of the captives. It was hard enough to see the adult sized forms sizzling as they cooked. The smaller one… Well, let’s just say I made a vow there and then to commit genocide on the orcish race so absolute that it would make the gods take notice. 
There were nine other raiders and the big orc himself; Snaglak. This lumbering hulk wasn’t famished at all. His gut was as massive as the rest of his muscular body. The status bars on every enemy was set to Drunk, minus the unconsciousness. My best bet was to wait until they drank themselves into a coma and then cut their throats. To my horror, I wasn’t that squeamish about the brutality I was considering. 
“Dese fings make good eatin’!” Snaglak grunted, biting down on a leg.
“Dere ale’s aright an’ all!” replied one of the raiders.
“What we gonna do wiv da rest of ‘em, boss?”
“Bleed ‘em an’ cook ‘em. We take da meat back to Klog an’ ‘e makes me a warboss.”
“Wha’ ‘bout us?”
“You gets to take da new boys raidin’. I gets a cut a da loot you find.”
A merciless cheer went up as the bound villagers begged for mercy.
“Shut it, you lot, or I bleeds ya slow like I did yer wee one!” Snaglak bellowed.
Even without looking directly, I could see the blackened husk of the child slowly being turned. At that point I hated as I’d never hated before. A tingle started in my toes that burst into a tempest of fury by the time it touched my heart. I equipped the flail, activated my rat swarm on the other side of the table, and strode out into the firelight. The chitter-shriek of my rats as they scurried from their magical realm drew the attention of the orcs. Two of the raiders that went to investigate were buried in fur and snapping teeth immediately.
“Git ‘um!” Snaglak roared. 
It took me twelve paces to get within striking distance. I wound my arm up on thirteen, and repaying every ounce of pain suffered by the child, I swung on the fourteenth. The glowing skull seemed eager as it arced over my head. With a resounding clang, the dome of Snaglak’s horned helmet sunk inwards and his eyes burst from their sockets with wet pops. The slain leader crumpled to the ground like an invisible giant had stomped him flat. I took advantage of the chaos to kill the distracted orc at his side with a looping sideswipe that bent his neck at a ninety degree angle with an awful crunch of crumbling vertebrae. My rats were being stomped by the bleeding raiders, but the plucky rodents had taken three down for their trouble. 
“Watch out, you divs!” cried the cook, gesturing at me. He knocked the small body from its mount in his haste to draw the wicked looking iron sword. 
I ignored the cries of anger and jumped up onto the table as the orcs finally noticed me. Running its full length, I knocked plates and goblets flying into startled faces. Reaching the end, I leaped at the butcher, flail following. My aim was off, and I only caught him with a glancing blow that shattered his sword arm. 
“Run, boys!” yelled one of the other orcs as he tried to throw off the scrabbling vermin. 
I ignored the frantic flight of the remaining raiders. My attention was reserved solely for the filthy fuck that was slowly backing away from me.
“You’re not going anywhere. If you run, I’ll bleed you slow.” If it was good enough for them, it was good enough for me.
His fearful red eyes darted around, looking for support that was already long gone. I kicked the fallen sword towards him. “You can die here and now, or you can answer my questions and maybe survive the night,” I lied.
“Ya promise?”
“Choose!” I screamed, making the creature fall to the ground in a snivelling, snot dripping heap. I had more important things to do than guard him, so I smashed his left knee to powder. His cries echoed out into the dark land, giving motivation to his compatriots to pick up their pace. Over seventy percent of his health pool remained, so I didn’t fear losing him to the damage.
“Move to where I can see you. If you so much as look at me funny I’ll burn you alive.”
I think he replied. I didn’t care. My attention was turned to the infant lying half in, and half out of the fire. I looked anywhere but at the body as I pulled the carcass free. I couldn’t do anything for the adults by myself, so I pulled out my dagger and headed for the villagers. They cowered as I approached, the pervasive terror of the day’s events overwhelming any sense of gratitude. 
“Can you please get the… the others down. I need to concentrate.”
I left them glancing at one another fearfully, massaging their abraded wrists. 
Kneeling at the charred body, I strived to breathe through my mouth. The sickly sweet tang of burned flesh still caught in the back of my throat, but I ignored it and unfurled my second, and last, resurrection scroll. I carefully cut the rope which was secured tightly to the wooden spit and peeled the severed strands away one by one, leaving the grotesque body free. The blackened crust still leaked boiling fats as I placed my hand on it. I ignored the pain and read the words.
“Ara Vero Zuulo Mer.”
Once again, the paper crumbled and I sat back and crossed my legs, waiting. The once hesitant villagers were letting their grief bleed through as they gently lowered the bodies of their kin. Their sobs broke my heart too, game or not, though I was beginning to question that point. In the back of my mind, I knew that my haste to save the foal had stolen the chance of another human. I’d been like a child on Christmas Day; so keen to tear off the wrappers of each new toy, that I appreciated none of them. I’d given no thought to the long term ramifications of my decisions and now a life was forfeit. 
The child’s wasn’t, though. 
A faint whimper escaped the burned lips. Over the wails of the villagers I heard a crackle that reminded me of when I’d once fallen through thin ice. I could still remember the feeling of a thousand tiny needles stabbing me from head to toe. I didn’t want to disturb the process, but when the whimper became a shrill whine of fear, I dived right in. The burned shell of her face broke away, revealing new, unharmed, baby pink skin beneath. With care, I removed pieces of the rictus twisted mask and bright green eyes blinked out at me. 
“Hey,” I said as the girl extricated herself with a great heave, like she was shucking off a chrysalis and emerging as a butterfly. Her brittle prison crumbled, leaving her as naked as the day she was born. I swapped out my shirt and covered her with it. The onlookers gasped in shock.
“Sorcerer!” one blurted, backing away.
“I’m not a sorcerer. I’m just a normal guy.”
They continued to back away, heedless of my protests. The girl, no older than eight or nine, slipped my baggy shirt on and stood up. Its black fabric covered her to the scrawny ankles. I couldn’t imagine what she had been through in the hours before I arrived. Her eyes switched between me, the fragments of her rebirth, and the firepit she had been mounted on. I was expecting hysterics. What I got was even more natural when I thought about it. 
“I want my mother.”
I looked around at the villagers. “A little help?”
“We haven’t… seen Magda… since the attack,” sobbed one of the women. Tears flowed freely as she knelt at one of the other bodies. 
I could see the question in her eyes. “I’m sorry, I only had one scroll.”
Her chest hitched as she choked back the crushing resignation. She collected herself and wiped at her cheeks. “Then you are a sorcerer.”
“I’m really not. At least I don’t think so. I received the scroll as a prize.”
“A prize? For what?”
I motioned at the carnage. “Fighting monsters.”
“Oh.”
I turned back to the girl. “What’s your name?”
“Astrid.”
“That’s a lovely name. I’m Mark.” I held out my hand and she frowned without shaking it. Ok, different worlds. Different customs. Got it.
“Astrid!” came a shrill cry from the darkness. Moments later a blonde woman came tearing out of the alley, her feet and dress caked in wet mud. 
“Mother!” Astrid shrieked, running to her. They met in a flurry of kisses and loving words. 
I turned back to the grieving woman. “I’m sorry I couldn’t help.” 
She looked over my shoulder at the reunited family and smiled wistfully through her tears. “You have, Mark.” Grief pushed out everything else and she returned to her sorrow. 
“I was so worried! What happened to you?” gasped Magda.
Astrid looked towards me. “I can’t remember.”
“Why are you wearing that strange dress?”
“This nice man gave it to me,” Astrid replied, pointing at me. “I lost my clothes.”
Her mother was aghast. “The orcs, they didn’t…”
“No, mother.”
“Thank the heavens.”
“It wasn’t the heavens that saved us,” said the grieving woman.
“It was our incredibly brave friend here,” said a new voice. 
I turned my attention to the man. He was anywhere between forty and sixty. The type of life led by these people was unforgiving. I offered my hand instinctively without thinking. Recognition bloomed in his smiling face and he clasped it firmly. “Well met, friend. We are in your debt. Might I ask your name?”
“I’m Mark.”
“And where do you hail from? You don’t seem like a local.”
“I’m from Brighton. It’s… a long way away.”
“Mark from Brite’On, eh? Well, I’m Romund, formerly of Peacehaven, but I think we’ll be moving on now. Would you care to take a drink with me while my friends gather themselves.”
“Sure. Lead on.”
He was a stoic man, but I could see the pain as he walked past the grieving, huddled farmers. His home was a modest affair and I nodded graciously as he led me inside and offered a seat at the table. Popping the cork on a green bottle, he poured a measure into a wooden mug and offered me some. 
“No, thank you.”
“I know it’s not the best time, I just want to steady my nerves.”
“Was your family among the… departed?”
“No. My wife passed away giving birth to our child many years ago.”
He didn’t elaborate on the fate of the baby and I didn’t press any further. “What happened? Were you not prepared?”
“The local marshal assured us that we had weeks until the full force of Gutrender’s army reached us. He didn’t mention the raiding parties.”
I grew furious at the casual way this marshal had left the farmers to the whims of bloodthirsty monsters. “If it’s gotten so bad, why haven’t you already fled? You’re defenceless here!”
“It was by the order of Milton Dawnstar himself. All available hands were to keep working the fields until the last possible moment. Our harvests are vital to the coming sieges. Without enough grain and provisions, the fortresses beyond the wall will fall to starvation before a single arrow is fired.”
I wasn’t fond of Mr Dawnstar already. “Why didn’t he give you some protection? Some soldiers? Anything?”
“A lack of manpower. Many thousands fell at the foot of Whitespear Mountain when the Grand Marshal tried to hold the goblin army back. Their technology was overwhelming and the battle was over within a few hours. Those that could, fell back to nearby garrisons and citadels which in turn fell to the green hordes. Are you familiar with our land?”
I recollected the world map and its upside down horseshoe shape. “I am. Vaguely.”
“Gutrender made a point of ignoring our greatest seats of power in the east. Instead, his armies wiped out everything on the western peninsula. That included the majority of the realm’s farmland. It’s hard enough to fight a war when you’re fully fed. Add starvation into the mix and it’s a recipe for defeat. We knew the dangers of holding out, but at least our sacrifice will ensure many tonnes of grain that wouldn’t otherwise have been grown will help to shore up the larders of our castles.”
“That’s a noble thing to do. I don’t envy you the decision. What happens now?”
“We bury our dead and pack up our things. It’s a two day march to the nearest garrison. From there we can pick up an armed escort to take us through the wall.”
“The wall?”
“When the court’s sorcerers started to feel a growing presence in the old caverns below Whitespear, expeditions were sent to investigate. The Grand Marshal’s intuition told him that something was gravely amiss and he began construction of a fortification sealing the eastern kingdom from the north and west. If he hadn’t done so, the wall would be nowhere near completion and utterly useless. When the truth revealed itself and he marched to war, the incredible barrier was almost finished. It might prove our only hope of holding the greenskins back long enough to gather our strength and fight back.”
This was no three roomed, two tiered trial. This was a full on war for an entire civilisation. I suddenly felt very small as I sat there with Romund. What on earth was one man supposed to do in a situation like that? The door burst open, and with it, my answer.
“Romund! The orcs are coming back! They’ve got reinforcements!”
“How long do we have, Wynstan?”
“Pieter saw their torches in the distance. Half an hour, maybe less.”
Romund slammed his fist into the table, knocking the mug and bottle flying. “That’s not enough time to load the wagons. They’d be on us before we got a mile out of town.”
“How many?”
“At least fifteen if you count the torches, maybe more if some aren’t carrying them. It looks like the ones that you scared off came across another raiding party.”
My mind raced as both men looked to me for guidance. I wanted to tell them I wasn’t their man, but I literally was. This was my entire purpose for being here. Being a natural loner, I could’ve probably scurried to another area and laid low while the world fell around me. Two things stopped me. One; I might’ve been an arse at times, but I wasn’t that much of an arse. And two; my observers would likely frown on my choice to hide out and hope for the best. I noticed my Quest log was glowing fiercely to get my attention and opened it. 
Quest Completed – Save the Villagers
Reward - Basic crafting box (bronze) 
+ 10 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
There were two more available. 
Quest – Save the Villagers (Part 2)
Description – With Snaglak slain, assist the survivors in reaching Pitchhollow Garrison.
Reward – 50 Silver Coins
+ 10 reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
Quest – Hold Back the Tide (optional)
Description – Defeat the remnants of Snaglak’s party and the reinforcements to allow the villagers to gather the grain before leaving. 
Reward – 100 Silver Coins
+ 20 Realm Points
+ 20 reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
I’d seen nothing relating to realm points before. The optional quest was heavily weighted to encourage a suicidal moron to chance it. I was that suicidal moron. “I’ll meet them before they get here and buy you some time.”
“There are too many, Mark!”
“I’ll do what I can, and if needs be I’ll try and lure them away. The food you’ll be providing is vital.”
“Can we help in any way?”
“Just hurry. I hate to even say this, but your friends may have to wait until later for their burials. If I fail, the rest of the orcs won’t take long to get here.”
“We could wrap them and take them with us?” offered Wynstan.
“Lords preserve us. What dark times these are when we can’t even gain respite to bury our dead,” Romund growled. “So be it. We’ll treat them as if they were royalty and carry them to their final resting place.”
I jumped from my seat and made for the door.
“Fare thee well, Mark of Brite’On. Return to us safely.”
“I’ll do my best.”
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Chapter 20

The Thrill Of The Hunt


Word had spread amongst the villagers who were frantically gathering belongings. Romund followed after me and addressed them, explaining that they would need to prioritise the grain and bodies for a quick escape. As I made my way past the corpse of Snaglak, the strangest thing happened. The mace in my hand started to draw me towards the body, as if someone was gently pulling the dangling skull. The vertebrae were taut and insistent, but if I pulled hard enough I could resist the lure. I decided to let it play out and followed my little spirit guide.  
The crippled orc saw me and started laughing. “You all ded now. Ma boys’ll eat yer gizzards.”
“You won’t get to enjoy them though,” I sneered.
Without needing my order, the villagers set upon him with whatever they could find. His laughter soon gave way to screams of pain as he was put to death. While the bereaved did their thing, my mace was doing likewise. The glowing purple skull sought out Snaglak’s head, almost like it wanted to reacquaint itself with the damage it had caused. As soon as the evil aura touched the buckled helmet, the orc’s head detached itself in a purple flash and now hung from the flail in place of the bandit’s gnawed cranium. Snaglak’s ghastly, eyeless face was upside down. The loose helmet should’ve fallen off by rights, but that little hunk of rusting iron was now magically a part of the weapon. 
“That’s new…”
I smashed the orc’s head into the nearest chair and it was no less robust than its skinless, fleshless predecessor. 
“What happened to the other one?”
My words were a conjuration that triggered them to immediately swap. Another thought and Snaglak was back at my disposal. 
“That’s gross and cool at the same time.”
I left the unlooted bodies for later and checked the new bestiary entry. The missing information had appeared.
Name – Orc Raider (Lvl 4)
Description – A common orc warrior used as fodder by the goblin overlords. As ugly as they are useless at anything but killing and dying.
Weakness – Poison. Leadership.
Immunities – None
I checked what it had to say as I walked away from the village square.
Leadership (Orc) – Without a brutal, guiding hand, orcs are prone to routing on the battlefield at the first sign of unfavourable odds. 
That explained their behaviour when I killed their leader and went a little bit nuts. I’d been under the impression I would be facing a full raiding party. This update gave me some hope that I might be able to cause enough damage to have them scuttling back to their caves again without fighting the full fifteen, or however many they truly numbered. 
The smell of country living and fresh slaughter gave way to a soft breeze that carried the earthy innocence of recently tilled fields from the north. My eyes adjusted slightly to the darkness and I looked down with surprise at my entirely plain mace. The ever present purple glow had faded to nothing. I could just make out the outline and the gentle clack of bone on bone. It was as if the weapon also adjusted itself to the surroundings. My burgeoning plan would be for shit if I tried to sneak up on them shining purple like a cracked glowstick. 
The wagon beaten road before me led directly to the approaching points of torchlight. I jumped the drainage ditch on the right and made for the treeline in the distance. The meandering road cut through the trees, and that would be my opening. Ducking into the absolute darkness of the forest canopy, I trod as carefully as I could through the underbrush. The orc raiding party was grunting out a war cry with each step that reminded me of a Viking show I’d watched. The rhythmic, guttural chant of ooh, ooh, ooh, ooh, echoed down the hillside towards me. I suspected the intimidating grunts were as much for their own motivation as a means to scare the beleaguered villagers. Keeping low, my stealth was activated and I moved cautiously towards the hacked hedges that skirted the path. The call of their approach was joined by the clatter of feet and armour. Previously pitch-black, the weakly fluttering flames started to pare back the layers of gloom. I caught sight of the leader running at the front of the procession.
Name – Malkar the Frenzy (Lvl 5)
Description – A raid leader of the Skullsmash Clan. Malkar is a whirling dervish of melee insanity, driven by chronic toothaches caused by poor dietary choices.
Weakness – Poison. Leadership.
Immunities - None
Decay had eaten into his tusks and fanged teeth. Deep hollows of festering rot marred the yellow bone. He had murder in his eyes. The raiders followed closely behind, each carrying their own torch. I now knew the number of my enemy. Leading up the rear was one of the earlier diners at the meat feast. The Drunk debuff still lingered amongst the group of orcs as they passed in single file. I gave it a few seconds and then jumped from cover. My lightweight armour and general caution ensured I made no noise as I landed. I ran after them, the soft soles of my moccasins causing the faintest patter of contact on the compacted mud. Their enraged chant and heavy armour masked my approach as I neared the last orc and activated my dagger. Its greasy black hair was knotted and adorned with small bones, giving me an amazing amount of purchase as I reached out and yanked it. The orc’s momentum carried it forward, but I had the head firmly in my grasp. I used all my strength to stop its body crashing to the ground and stabbed down into the shocked, upturned face. Crits flashed as it gurgled and died. The others, so caught up in their rage, had missed my attack completely and the pools of fluttering torchlight left the corpse in darkness.
So far, so good, I thought, ignoring the body to loot later. 
My heart was hammering, a feeling I was getting used to. I kept low and raced after the others. The drunkards were flagging, leaving a growing distance from the rest of the raiders. I repeated the trick, this time jamming the blade up below the helmet and base of the orc’s skull. It went limp and I lowered it to the dirt before leaving the body. Twice more I successfully used my stealth to kill the inebriated orcs. Malkar must have sensed something because he came to a sudden stop with his group and whirled around to face me. 
The orc in my grasp twitched and died with my dagger in his brain. I looked at the pack of monsters like I’d been caught masturbating. “Erm, it was an accident?”
The body clattered to the ground at my feet. I knew I couldn’t hope to outrun them so I prepared for combat.
“Dat’s ‘im?” snarled Malkar.
“Yeh, dat’s da one. ‘Im an’ ‘is boyz snuk up on us.”
Malkar looked around at the shadows. “I don’ see no boyz. I see one softmeat.”
“Dere was. I swears.”
“I deal wiv you later!”
The group circled me, looking to Malkar for the order to attack. I grinned and called my reinforcements. The night stayed silent. 
“What the hell?” I checked my bar and died a little inside. The swarm was now affected by a thirty minute cooldown that I hadn’t noticed. The tutorial really had spoiled me with the ability to spam the rodent army. I found a five minute timer on my health potions, and I groaned aloud. Of all the times to discover the changes. The orcs started to laugh at me.
“’E’s scared.”
“’E should be,” growled Malkar, entering the ring. 
“I know this might not be the best time, but I can recommend a natural toothpaste that you can make from charcoal and wild mint.”
“Wot?” 
“It might help with your oral hygiene problem.”
“Why’s you using big wordz? You fink we’s dumb?”
“Obviously, but that doesn’t stop me being able to help with your toothache.”
“You finks I want da pain gone?” Malkar laughed, his rancid breath carrying on the wind. “I like da pain.”
I hammed it up like an ‘80s action movie. “Well you’re about to feel a whole lot more of it.”
The orcs laughed evilly. Malkar nodded in grudging respect and pulled out two rusty meat hooks from his belt. As well as the flecks of orange, darker liquids stained the filthy metal. I could almost feel myself turning on the spit already. 
Swapping hands with the dagger, I activated my flail and Malkar hesitated at the gory sight. 
“What’s you do to my bruvva?”
“I made him my bitch.” Suck on that, Arnie!
The orc leader started to tremble with anger. He reached one of the hooks towards his mouth and buried the sharp tip into a vast, septic cavity. The roar of inhuman rage caused my inner Schwarzenegger to crawl back into the dark and start sucking his thumb. I saw a Frenzy buff appear next to his name. Before I could see what benefit it provided, I saw what it provided. Malkar came at me like a bull out of a gate, swinging his hooks wildly at my head. I hastily backed up, straight into the pushing hands of the others. I used the momentum of their shove to forward roll under the vicious weapons. Coming to my feet, I lashed out in fear, swinging my arm blindly behind me. Malkar turned straight into the severed head of Snaglak. The twin horns raked deep furrows in his upper arm, the wound spraying black blood over the onlookers. 
The orc chief looked at the cuts, quivering with fury. “You’s cut me. I’s gonna eat you raw!”
The huge brute came at me again, the hooks a blur of frenzied swipes. Again, I was forced backward into the loving arms of the raiders. I prepared to roll out of danger as I had before, only to find them holding my belt tightly. Malkar grinned, yellow slobber drooling, and swung a full-blooded blow at my head. I tucked my legs in and dropped to the ground, feeling the hook brush the top of my leather helm. The mud, little better than concrete, sent waves of jarring pain up through my knees. I swung the flail backwards over my head, catching the clasper of my belt full in the face. I was filled with grim pleasure when I heard the sickly crunch of bones and felt the release of my cheap cord. 
Malkar had swung with such ferocity, he spun like a top. I took full advantage, using the vertebrae of my flail like a bolas around his ankles. Yanking the weapon, I pulled the orc leader from his feet. Crashing to the ground, the hooks flew from insensate fingers. I thrilled at my combat prowess, readying myself to dive on top of him. Several pairs of arms put paid to that idea as they dragged me upright. 
“Get the fuck off of me!” I snapped, trying to thrash out of their powerful grasp. 
Malkar sat up and casually freed his bound legs. He appraised my weapon with grunts of approval. “I’s like it. I’s gonna keep it. Dat way’s, my bruvva can keep killin’ you softmeats.”
“Get your goons to let me go and fight like a man!” I yelled. The words had far less conviction than I’d hoped and sounded more like a plea than a threat.
Malkar laughed and the rest of the orcs joined in on cue. Holding Snaglak’s head alongside his own, the pair of them stared at me. “E’s scared, Snag. Would you like me ta butcha dis sofmeat for ya?” His massive hand worked the ghastly head’s jaw and he imitated the voice of his slain brother. “Why yes, Mal. I’s sure would like dat.” Malkar nodded sagely. “It’s done, bruvva. I’s gonna feed you dem nuts.”
Dem nuts crawled up inside me. My rat swarm still had almost five minutes until it became available. I wasn’t expecting to last one. With nothing else up my sleeve, I activated my Fated ability on Malkar. He staggered back as if struck, staring around at the party in confusion. Tendrils of red life essence started to bleed from his skin. The misty crimson curled through cracks in his armour and floated towards me where they coalesced into a nebulous sphere. The spell had drawn about a quarter of the remaining health pool from the orc and he glowered at me.
“Wot you do?”
I ignored the question and stared at the swirling mass. I flinched as it shot straight at my chest like a bullet. The essence landed like a horizontal drop of blood, spreading across my body where it permeated through my skin. I felt revitalised by the lifeforce and redoubled my efforts to wrestle my way free. More hands shot out to hold me in place, ending my futile attempt at freedom.
“You a magik softmeat?” Malkar mused, rubbing Snaglak’s sagging chin. “Boglug da boss will want’s to meet you.”
“We not eatin’ ‘im?”
“Nah, da boss an’ ‘is pet will want’s to cut ‘im open an’ see what’s inside. Tie ‘im tight, den we’s gonna get da rest o’ da meat.”
What an absolute failure I’d turned out to be. My time playing computer games had made me far too confident in my own abilities. I’d now spend the remainder of my first life being taken to Silverspear and having my guts rendered for their non-existent secrets. In the meantime, Astrid and the others would be put to the sword again. I could feel the foetid breath of one of my captors over my right shoulder. Leaning as far forward as I could, I whipped my head back and butted the orc in the face. The tusks cut through my helm and scalp, wounding me as much as I had him but I didn’t give a fuck.
Malkar laughed. “You got’s fight, softmeat. I like’s dat.”
I sagged in their clutches, defeated. Out of nowhere, the night came to life with the sound of weak, fluttering whistles. A rain of arrows thudded into the orcs, the ground, and my arm. I yelled in pain as the second volley pattered down, another shaft taking me in the thigh. The restraining arms let me go and I fell among the half-buried arrows, snapping the one buried in my leg. Curling into a tight ball to minimise my target, a third volley whined as they fell. Malkar looked at his dead and dying companions and then the black sky. When no more projectiles came, he turned to run. I lashed out with my dagger, taking him across the back of his knees. He roared in agony, collapsing to the mud next to me on useless legs. Injured as I was, I climbed atop him and made quick work of the brute with two brutal stabs to his head. Reclaiming my flail, I rolled onto my back and tried to breathe through the pain. I didn’t want to pop a healing potion with something still inside me. The way my luck was going it would fuse the bloody things to me and I’d look like a walking pin cushion for the rest of my short days. 
“Hold on, Mark of Brite’On!” yelled Romund, charging from the darkness. 
The remaining orcs turned tail and ran. Their brief escape attempt ended at the sharp end of pitchforks wielded by the villagers who had circled behind the group under cover of my abysmal fight. 
I clutched the flail to my chest as my health bar flashed at thirty percent. The plucky farmers made sure that everything except me was dead before they came to render aid. 
“Hold still, Mark. We can get you to a healer.”
“Just yank them out for me, will you?”
“Yank?”
“Sorry, pull. Language malfunction.”
“You want us to draw them out? The barbs will tear you up something awful.”
“It’s ok. Just do it.”
Romund looked horrified, but he nodded to two of the men at his side. They held me down while the elder tried his best to pull them free. I bit down on my right hand with enough force to break the skin. By the time the second emerged with a wet pop, blood stained my teeth and coursed down my fingers.
“Thanks,” I said, shuddering from the torturous extraction. Popping a health potion, I laid back while it put me back together. 
The villagers all backed away as my wounds miraculously closed leaving me unmarked.
“What are you, stranger?”
“Just someone sent to help. Not that I’ve been much use so far.” 
“Surely you jest!” argued Romund, helping me to my feet. 
“You saved us all. Not once, but twice!” added Pieter.
“And I got my arse handed to me.”
Romund was puzzled. “I know not what that means.”
“It means I was beaten soundly in battle.”
“Mark of Brite’On. You went up against two raiding parties of orcs. Alone. Have you any idea how remarkable that is?”
“I guess not.”
“Grand Marshal Dawnstar will be eager to meet such an accomplished warrior.”
“That’s nice of you to say, Romund, but I’ll remind you of the fact that I was about to be a goblin plaything until you came along.”
The elder smiled, the grief all too fresh. “After what you did for us, we couldn’t have lived with ourselves without helping. We may not be warriors, but we always try and pay our debts.”
“I’m the one in your debt. Aside from the arrows.” 
His face blanched at the mention of their accidents. “I’m so, so sorry. We aren’t accomplished hunters. We were desperate.”
I laughed and patted him on the back. “I was joking, my friend. I’ll take any number of arrows if it keeps me out of Boglug’s hands.”
“Would I be presuming too much if I…” Romund broke off.
“If you what?”
“If I asked you to reveal your secrets? How you are what you are?”
“Perhaps one day. Tonight we need to start heading back to the garrison you mentioned.”
“What should we do with the orcs?”
“Leave them. I’ll do my thing and join you shortly.”
“I’ll leave a couple of the villagers to keep an eye on the pass, just in case.”
“Good idea. A bit of caution never hurt anyone.”
Romund started to walk away, then looked back. “Thank you again, Mark. We are fortunate to have met you.”
I couldn’t help it; I blushed. “Get out of here, you big goof. I’ll be along soon.”
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Chapter 21

Quiet Contemplation


The sentries moved off towards the forest entrance and I checked over the bodies, looting as I went. I left Malkar until last, but this time my flail stayed limp as I held it towards the creature’s head.  
“Weird.” I’d need to do some research into why it had collected the other but left Malkar’s.
Corpse – Malkar the Frenzy (Level 5)
I looked at the marker and groaned at my stupidity. My own character tab had been flashing for some time and to no one’s surprise I was already well past the stage of levelling up. I’d just got so caught up in the unfolding events that it had completely slipped my mind. Chalk that up to another Mark balls up. I took the goods from the party leader and his party, then trudged back toward the glow of firelight in the town. The villagers had left the corpses where they lay and I repeated my looting spree. The stable was my final destination and I didn’t have to move the straw to pull the valuables from the hidden corpse. I turned to leave and the horse whose foal I’d resurrected whinnied at me. Unable to resist the doleful eyes, I approached her stall. 
“Hey, girl. How’s little’un feeling?” 
I rubbed her neck and she pressed her head into my chest. Within the pen, the foal was resting in the hay. She looked up at me, snorted, then lay back down.
“Bit tired, eh? She’ll be ok.”
I gave her a final, sturdy scratch on the withers and bade her farewell. Romund was in the square, guiding the yoked oxen towards the grain store. He gave me a strange look before returning his attention to the carts.
“Would you mind if I took a few minutes to check some things over? Then I’ll help you load.”
“Use my house!” he called. “Take all the time you need!”
I wasn’t about to let the poor farmers do all the heavy lifting after the ordeal they had endured. All I needed was a bit of privacy and quiet to check through the long list of flashing updates on my HUD. I noticed that the survivors still regarded me with wary contemplation. In a world of suffering and drudgery, my abilities must have seemed otherworldly. I smiled as politely as I could while still honouring their fallen. None of the men and women returned my gesture. 
The fire within Romund’s home was dying out, so I fed a few thin, dry logs onto it and pulled up a chair. It wasn’t cold, but I was soothed by the radiating heat and soft crackle. I activated my Quests first to clear them out.
Quest Completed – Save the Villagers (Part 2)
Reward – 50 Silver Coins 
+ 10 reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
Quest Completed – Hold Back the Tide
Reward - 100 Silver Coins
+ 20 Realm Points
+ 20 reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
“Let’s see what goodies we have, eh?”
Item – Malkar’s Teeth (Uncommon) 
Type – Craftable
Description – The decaying fangs of the orc, Malkar. As rotten and stinking as his black heart.
User Requirements – Intelligence 6 (Crafting 5)
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
“That’s disgusting.” I did wonder what kind of effect the black-pitted fangs would have, though. That nauseating revelation would have to wait until my skills grew. The mention of the word crafting reminded me of my bronze loot box. I cracked it open and a massive table appeared on my screen, slowly rotating before zipping towards the previously greyed out crafting tab which was now alive with colour. I’d not missed the mortar and pestle, a sewing type area, plus all manner of bottles and tubes that reminded me of my friend’s homebrew still. I promised myself that I would have a play with all the materials once I was in a safer area without the orcs breathing down my neck.
Item – Orc Raider Chestplate (common) 
Type – Armour
Description – Heavy armour favoured by the orcs due to its thick, interlocking plates. Adorned with warpaint to terrify the enemy.
User Requirements – Strength 6
Effect – Increases damage resistance to chest and back
Leadership of enemy combatants lowered
Misc – Heavy armour types reduce stealth abilities
Item – Orc Milk (common) 
Type – Consumable
Description – The black milk of… we have no idea. Whatever mammaries spawned this thick muck belong to something that you should pray you never meet. Keep well away from tea and coffee.
User Requirements – Strength 3 Dexterity 3 
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
Item – Orc Skin (common) 
Type – Craftable
Description – The thick, hide-like skin of the orc warrior. Bred for war, the orcish bodies are designed to withstand greater punishment than other species.
User Requirements – Intelligence 6 (Crafting 5)
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
There were other basic weapons and junk that I skipped over. Their icons were grey so I assumed it was trash and fit only to sell for coin. My armour set was starting to build in both directions, which would lead me to a future conundrum. Was I going to be the frontline meat-shield, or the swift-footed support? My natural inclination was to favour an in-your-face approach, but my efforts so far left a lot to be desired. I’d been far more successful with spell and stealth. It was time to start making some choices.
“I guess I’d better dive in.” 
I opened my character tab and found I’d reached level four. Six stat points waited for my allocation, and I looked over that list a dozen times before closing it down. I really needed some advice from Bart. The oblong section of fogless minimap around me revealed no safe area to summon him, so I decided to leave the points building up unless I ran into desperate need to bulk something fast. It was the opposite of what I’d set out to achieve and far too closely resembled some of my gaming foibles. Too many options and my brain went into unresponsive task before crashing with a blue-screen-of-death. I wondered in the back of my mind if I would face Boglug as a level one noob with eighty-six stat points gathering dust in my tab. 
“No. You’re going to use them even if you have to get Bart to allocate them randomly.”
My class tab was still greyed and I thanked god I didn’t have that to contend with just yet. The skills bar was glowing and I balked at the list. There was just too much to go through without a wall around me. If Romund was correct, the garrison was two days’ ride and the main force of Boglug was weeks away. My entire world for the past few days had been battle after battle. I hadn’t realised how much I needed a bit of time to destress. There was a new achievement waiting, so I opened it up.
Achievement Unlocked – Party Pooper
Description – You interrupted the celebrations of the orc raiding parties by killing them all. A great guest you turned out to be.
Reward – Ability – Quest Tracker
It activated immediately, providing a golden arrow on the edge of my minimap. 
“That’s handy,” I said, appreciatively.
A gentle shuffling noise at the door drew my attention. Astrid was peeking around the frame, watching me.
“Hi! You can come in. I was just having a few minutes to myself. It’s been a wild night.”
She summoned her courage and entered with my black shirt in her hands. Her frail body was now covered in a beige dress that looked like it was made from sackcloth. In fact, it probably was sackcloth.
“I just wanted to return this,” she said meekly. 
I took it from her and smiled as I slipped it back on. “Thank you very much. Where’s your mummy?”
“She’s helping to load the grain. She said it was polite to return the shirt and say thank you.” Her expressive green eyes met mine. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. I’m just glad I could help you.”
She looked at her feet and began to shuffle awkwardly. “Mark?”
“Yeah?” 
“Did I die?”
Oh shit! What was I supposed to say to that? What burden would that knowledge impart on the girl? I wrestled with my conscience for a moment before deciding I owed her the truth. “I’m afraid so.”
“I thought I did. Something really weird happened, but I thought it was a dream…”
I stayed silent as she worked through her thoughts. 
She let that stone fall back, unwilling or unable to turn it fully over yet. “You brought me back?” she asked.
“I did.”
“How?”
“Magic, I guess.” 
Her next question was so obvious I kicked myself for even leaving the door open to it.
“Can’t you help the others?” she held out her hand to me and I opened my own. Three copper coins fell into my palm. “Father gave them to me before the fever took him. You can have them if you help.”
My heart broke for her. I gently turned her hand over and returned the money. “I wish I could, sweetie, but I could only use it once. I’m very sorry.”
“Ok,” she sighed. “I should be getting back.” And with that she turned and ran from the home. 
My only thought was of the foal and the life I’d stolen. Feeling like shit, I climbed to my feet and slipped my shirt back on. Cary Elwes, I wasn’t. He’d have swashbuckled his way to saving everyone. 
“Better get used to it, cupcake,” I warned myself. There was a whole lot more death waiting on the long road ahead. I wondered again what would be left of me by the time I reached the final destination. 
The ability tab on my character avatar caught my eye and I opened it up. True to Bart’s word, my exploits had been gradually pushing the various skills up. I had points to spend across the first tiers of multiple trees. The first that took my fancy was the generic Combat tree. I had two available points to allocate as I read through the descriptions.
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My eyes strayed towards the reduced damage, but in all seriousness it was far better to avoid the attacks altogether. I didn’t give myself a chance to hesitate and gave one point each to evasion and frenzy. Both skills jumped to level 2 and I could see no way of undoing the choices on the screen which I was grateful for. There was a single point in the Ranged tree but I left that alone and moved on to Stealth.  

[image: image-placeholder]
I repeated my hasty picks and added a point each to assassin and stealth before I could talk my self out of it. Unsurprisingly, the more in-depth information warned about the impact of wearing heavier armour to the stealth skill, but left some hope that at stupidly high levels I could pretty much dance in full plate next to an enemy and they would be none the wiser. The Melee tree options were heavily reliant on my chosen class which would come later so I ignored the three available points. Casting had nothing for me to apply and I skimmed through it quickly before shutting down the whole interface.  
For the first time in my life I’d taken the bull by the horns and not fretted about the minutiae of a given choice. My points had deftly gone into areas I’d already found useful, and that was good enough. I knew the class would be a far more difficult proposition for my overanalysing mind, but that was an issue for another day. Climbing from the chair, I prepared to join the villagers on the next part of their journey.
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Chapter 22

Hit The Road, Jack


I came across a dozen manual handling accidents waiting to happen. The men and women were lifting with their backs, twisting, all manner of poor practices that were made worse by the feeling of impending danger. I slipped my Health and Safety hat on and joined them. By the time we were done, they were all wincing at their burning thighs, but not their backs for once. Even the ones who had pissed and moaned about a stranger telling them how to do their job had reduced their visceral complaints to simply muttering under their breath when they realised I was right.  
Romund caught sight of something and cast a nervous look my way. It was the tacked horses from the stables The foal trotted obediently beside her mother.
“Mark, I hope you don’t mind, but I oversaw you in the stables with Lady after the fight. She got that name because she is the furthest thing from a lady I can think of. She is surly, hard to break, uncooperative, even aggressive. No one had ever been able to approach her like you did. We’d almost given up on her.”
“I don’t follow.”
“We’d like you to take her. As a gift. If she’ll have you, that is.”
Lady pulled the reins free and snorted at the man who’d been holding them. Without invite, she walked over to me and nibbled at my chest. I hissed and backed away at the sharp pain. “It doesn’t look like it.”
“That was affection, Mark. She’d have taken a chunk if she didn’t like you.”
I rubbed at the stinging skin. “I’m thrilled. There’s just one problem; I’ve never ridden before.”
He seemed taken aback at my admission. “Then consider that our second gift. We’ll teach you on the way. Why don’t you try and mount her?”
I looked at Lady. She looked at me. “Can I just walk with her for a while? Get to… er, know her a little bit?”
“As you wish.” Romund walked over and turned his back to the horse conspiratorially. He showed me a small bag in his hand bulging with round objects. “Treats,” he explained quietly. “Apples. She loves them. So does Bella, her filly. Just keep them out of sight or she’ll never leave you alone. I’d suggest popping them in her saddlebags.”
Romund handed them to me and I tried to sneak past with my booty, but Lady was no fool. She snuffled at the bag and tried to bite through the fabric. I became the old Mark; the one who’d once adopted a new puppy with no clue what to do to stop them gnawing my chair legs. Lady was a damned sight bigger than Honey at six weeks, however as she manhandled me to-and-fro to get at the fruit. “No! Bad girl! Bad Lady!”
Much the same as my first dog, she paid me no attention whatsoever. I moved to bypass her head, but the beast turned with me, drawing laughter from the onlookers. 
“Come on! You’re making me look like a tit!”
Not to be deterred, her mouth kept working at the bag. 
“Perhaps distract her with one while you stow the rest?” offered Romund.
“Thanks for the tip,” I snarked, making sure to give the filly hers first as some kind of pathetic retaliation. Lady didn’t give two shits and took the shiny green apple when it was her turn. As they chewed through the fruit, mouths frothing with juice, I packed away the rest and secured the clasp. 
“Take it from me, that went well.” Romund winked. “Anyone else and she would’ve been prone to trampling them for the whole bag.”
“I guess I should be grateful.” Bella snuggled up between us and ducked beneath Lady’s body to suckle. 
“Indeed, you should. Are you sure you don’t mind escorting us? I know you’ve probably got many other pressing adventurer tasks to take care of.”
My quest log lit up. 
Quest – Escort the Grain Supplies (Optional)
Description – Assist the villagers in reaching safety with the grain to fortify the food supplies of the Dawnstar armies. 
Reward - + 10 Realm Points
+ 10 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
“Looks like a twofer,” I remarked. Both quests started and ended at the same place which was my only logical destination anyway. 
“A twofer?”
“It’s just a saying. It means I’m not that busy, so I’ll help your people and the goods arrive safely.”
“Wonderful! I can’t tell you how much of a relief this is to us all.”
“Let’s hope Lady doesn’t have second thoughts about crushing me for access to the apples.”
“You’ll be a touch safer if you were in the saddle,” suggested Romund. “Less chance of falling underfoot.”
I looked at Lady. Lady looked at me. I stayed right where I was. It was probably my natural aversion to creatures ten times my own bodyweight who were built from solid muscle. I’d watched a comedy years ago where a guy called Mongo punched out a horse. Having felt the solid bone under my touch in the stables, I was under no illusion who would come out on top if we ever went toe to toe. I might get a couple of lucky punches in and give her a black eye, but I’d end up as a hoof imprinted paste at some point. 
“Fuck it,” I sighed. “What do I do?” 
Romund hurried over, bursting with excitement. “Approach her from the left, slip your foot in the stirrup, and climb aboard. She might be a bit naughty and try to walk away. Just hold her firmly and show her you’re in charge.”
“Are you serious? If she tries that I’ll keep my feet planted firmly on terra firma thank you very much. She can wander off wherever she wants.”
“As you will,” said Romund obligingly.
I moved towards Lady’s ear. “Now listen up. I’ve got plenty of goodies in my bag. If you make me look like a dickhead, I’ll eat them all myself while you watch.”
She shook her head and whinnied.
“Oh, I’ll do it,” I warned her. “I’ve done worse. I had leftover chicken from dinner once. Honey wanted it, but she’d chewed my new trainers. You want to know what happened?”
Lady snorted impatiently.
“It went right in the bin, that’s what. Bam! Gone.” I left out the bit where she and Marco had conspired to knock the bin over and steal the meat while I was in the shower. If you’d ever seen the meme with the dog with the half closed eyes and smug grin on its face? That was her exact expression as she perched on the sofa triumphantly. Marco at least had the decency to look out cautiously from behind the furniture. Little fuckers.
Moving cautiously towards the hanging stirrup, Lady watched me. I was certain she would wait until I was half aboard before moving, making me hop after her in slapstick fashion before crashing into the mud. I slipped my foot in and tensed. Bella had also turned to watch, as had the entire village. 
“Not helping!” I hissed at the audience.
I kicked off, rising into the air with a grimace of anticipation plastered on my mug. Lady was as good as her name and I flipped my leg over without incident. 
“She was made for you,” Romund reaffirmed to himself as much as me, and walked off happily to the lead wagon. 
“Erm, Romund? What do I do now?” I called out, earning a chorus of friendly chuckles from the villagers. It was good they were trying to move past the horror, but not at my expense.
“Just gently squeeze your heels into her girth, her sides. Not too firmly, mind. That’ll get her walking just as merry as you please.”
“What if I want her to run?”
“It’s called galloping,” he called over his shoulder.
“Running, galloping, who gives a shit what it’s called? What if I need to get somewhere fast?”
“Then jump off and run, Mark! Take the learning slowly or you’ll end up in a ditch when she throws you. A broken limb out here is no good. Best we can do is saw it off if it doesn’t set right or becomes infected.” He paused and looked at me. “Though I suspect even a break wouldn’t be a problem for you, eh?”
I kept quiet, accepted the advice, and waited for the column to move off. Astrid and her mother trotted up alongside me.
“Would you mind keeping an eye on me?” I asked the child.
“I will,” Astrid replied. “You’re doing fine. She’s totally at ease with you.”
I looked down at my steed. “She is?” All I could feel was the tense muscles and swish of her tail. She could be furious with me and I’d be completely oblivious until I landed headfirst on the trail, twisting my body into a broken pretzel.
“Uh-huh,” she confirmed. “You can talk to her too. It get’s her used to your voice. Tell her she’s a good girl. Rub her neck.”
“I don’t want to make any sudden movements,” I replied, statue-still. “I think I’ll just sit here quietly and let her do her thing.”
The little girl giggled at my fear. “You don’t have to be scared of her.”
“She’s massive. And strong. I think a little bit of concern is a healthy thing.”
“She’ll sense it,” Astrid warned. “And she won’t like it.”
“Okay, okay.” I let a little of the nervous tension leave my body and settled into the saddle. In truth, I hadn’t even realised I was wound tighter than a ten-mil lug nut left in the rain for a decade. Lady snorted as if to say that’s better as my body relaxed. 
A new ability popped up on my screen. 
Skill – Horse riding (Level 1)
Description – You have joined your ancient forebears in breaking these majestic creatures. Just be careful they don’t break you. 
As your skill level increases, so too does the speed, stamina, and health of your currently chosen horse.
That was pretty cool. At some point I might be able to ride across vast fields, the sun at my back and the wind in my hair as the miles passed in a blur. Or charging downhill into a legion of orcs with the freshly risen sun at my back. Until then I’d be content to let Lady do her thing while I kept out of her business.
“Is everyone ready?” called Romund. 
The sadness as the farmers gave their home one final goodbye was palpable. They had shared many happy years here until the arrival of Gutrender and his army. All that remained of those memories was pain and the stench of their friends cooking while the soulless orcs laughed. Lady whickered unhappily as I unconsciously tensed again.
“Sorry, girl,” I said, giving her a firm rub.
“Let’s go! I want a good few miles covered before daybreak!” came the call and the weary procession began its march toward the uncertain safety of Pitchhollow Garrison. 
I gently squeezed Lady with my calves and she happily followed my instructive touch. 
“What a fucking start,” I whispered, leaving the slaughter behind us. 
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Chapter 23

Hot On Our Heels


The sound of morning birdsong accompanied us as we forged down the well-worn trail. As the sun had fully risen, Romund had called for a brief rest break to allow the animals to be fed and watered. I fed Lady and Bella an apple before making my way into the trees for a quick leak. The air was close in the deep shadows of the voluminous trees. It smelt faintly of decaying vegetation, like my friend’s composter. I made sure I was well out of sight before dropping my keks. The twin sensations of an emptying bladder and a straightened spine were pure bliss and I shuddered pleasurably.  
My horse riding skill had crept up by a point little under an hour ago. I assumed it would follow the same path as my combat skills in that the further it increased, the amount of practice required would grow commensurately. 
The sounds of thundering hooves carried through the trees. A moment later, voices cried out in panic as the rider delivered their message. I shook myself off and hurried back to the trail. The beaten down farmers were bereft, wailing and tearing at their hair.
“What is it?” I asked, grabbing Romund by the arm.
“A warg pack!” he blurted, riven with panic. 
I noticed a familiar face that hadn’t been with the trade caravan. His name escaped me as I ran over. “Sorry, mate, I forget your name. What’s happening?”
“It’s Wynstan, sire. Romund asked me to stay back just in case another raiding party stumbled on the scene. What came out of the forest was far worse.”
“Wargs?” I only had the great Tolkien to go by as I asked, “Tell me about them.”
“There were five of them. The goblin riders were furious, letting their mounts feed on the orc carcasses. I left as quietly as I could, but I could hear them howling behind me.”
“How far?” I demanded.
“Not far,” replied Wynstan. “Not far at all.”
As if he conjured their hellish cry out of memory, the wargs howled in the distance. When he’d said not far I had no clue how true his words had been. Everyone started to panic, achieving nothing as they bounced off each other in their attempts to flee. Romund wrestled with a woman who was trying to untie one of the horses from her wagon. My mind was racing as a new quest came live.
Quest – Protect the Wagons (Optional)
Description – The feral wargs have your delicious scent. Nothing short of death can keep them at bay. Stand your ground and fight, or flee for your life and perhaps live, the choice is yours. Will your conscience allow you to leave the villagers as food to allow for your cowardice?
Reward – Simple Longbow
I pushed the ill-timed pop-up aside and concentrated. I realised I needed more information. “Romund!”
“What?” he grunted as the woman kicked him in the shin.
“Do the wargs travel through the trees?”
He’d grabbed the struggling woman in a bear hug and lifted her from the ground where she continued to thrash and scream. “I don’t think so,” he grunted with some effort. “The soldiers that passed through said they kept to open land and trails.”
“Ok, good. Everyone listen!” I roared, stilling the frenzy of panicked activity. “Who has an axe?” 
One of the women tossed back a blanket on her wagon and revealed several.
“Good. Here’s what we’re going to do, but we have to do it quick.” I dropped to my knees, pulling out my dagger. “I want a dozen holes in a row just like this.” I carved a deep, angled furrow in the hard earth, facing the way we’d come. The villagers, knowing they couldn’t outrun the enemy, came over and studied my work. 
“What are you going to do?” asked Romund.
“Spear the shit out of them if we can,” I replied. “I need the strongest men among you to follow me with the axes. No fear of heights either!” I snatched up one of the choppers which, to my relief, had been recently sharpened. I heard the crunch of feet following me into the dense forest brush. “Pick a tree, one with a branch at least twice as long as you are tall. The longer the better. I don’t care if you have to climb to the top, just make it quick.”
I found my target a good sixty feet above my head and slipped the axe into my belt. Spurred on by adrenaline, I scurried up those branches like a spider monkey on meth. I found a sturdy branch to stand on and pulled the weapon free. My increased strength saw the limb give way after four solid blows. It sagged, the timber cracking. One final strike and the last fibres gave way, sending it crashing to the forest floor. There was another ideal candidate a few feet higher, so I carefully circled the thick trunk and hacked that one free too. 
“Oh shit,” I muttered as I started to descend. 
It was all fun and games as you were climbing, only the distant sky to worry about which was so far away as to be unfathomable. On the way down, you couldn’t help but see just how far and painful a fall would be. The others were of a similar mind and took their time in getting down safely. 
“Good! Now drag them back to the road as quick as you can!”
We took them under our arms and force marched through the brush, the little branches snagging and slowing us down. Off in the distance, but far closer than they had been, the wargs shrieked gleefully as the strength of the scents grew. There was a hunger in the cry, and I was in no doubt as to what they craved. 
“Will this work?” begged Romund as we crashed back out onto the trail.
“It better,” I replied, dropping my haul. “Now we need to strip them and sharpen them, there’s not much time.”
I didn’t wait to see if they’d understood me, instead opting for the monkey see, monkey do method. The tiny sprouts from the branch came off with minimal effort. “Toss the bits in the ditches,” I ordered. “I don’t want them to have any clue about what they’re coming up against. Can the rest of you start gathering as much loose mud as you can and lay it in front of the holes?”
Romund collected the people who began to paw handfuls of dry earth into position. I twisted my makeshift spear, slashing diagonally up the length to form a wicked point. To my relief, the others had already done the same and we were nearing a good number of pikes with which to surprise the goblin riders. I put the longest across my knee and tried to flex it. The branch gave a little under the pressure but it was solid enough for my purposes. 
“Now lay them directly in front of the holes and cover them as best you can. I also need eleven people who won’t scare easy to volunteer. Grab the most pathetic looking tool you can find. I want them to laugh at us as they charge. The rest of you need to get back and pretend you’re terrified. Mill around, scream, whatever you need to do.” The villagers needed no urging to fulfil my request. 
Six men, including Romund, and five women, including Astrid’s mother Magda all gathered around me. They had a mix of partly rotten branches that had laid in the drainage channel for too long, and a selection of other useless paraphernalia that would do nothing in a fight.
Atop the trees, I could see birds shocked into flight darkening the morning sky. My heart started to thunder in time with the rapid padding of paws that was fast approaching. The bend in the trail was about five hundred yards back which would give us ample warning of the attack, but also a lot of time for the enemy to see us. I prayed they were so fixated on their prey that they would ignore the shoddy efforts to conceal our waiting trap. 
“It’s only because you know they’re there,” I whispered, trying to convince myself while looking at the long mounds. At such close range it was blindingly obvious what lay in front of us. 
“Look!” Romund blurted in terror, backing away involuntarily. 
I had no time to study their bestiary for any clues. The wargs were wolflike in their overall appearance, only much larger than even the biggest I’d watched on TV. Their size was almost a match for our horses. Black froth slavered from their cavernous mouths as they yapped in excitement at the meal to come. The goblins controlling them rode bareback, using the long fur on their necks to control their beasts. Clad only in thin leathers, they raised their nasty little swords and laughed at our defensive line. 
A man to my right started to panic and made to grab the hidden pike. I grasped him by the shoulder and lifted him bodily away from our trap. “Not yet,” I hissed. “Try and look scared. I’ll give the order when it’s too late for them to stop. If they get a sniff of what’s coming we’re dead. Just hold your nerve.”
I was scared out of my wits, but I held it down to give strength to the faltering few. The wargs grew even more horrific as they charged at us. I could see the inches long claws, the fangs that would pierce armour, the hatred in the triangular yellow wolf eyes. Everyone behind us was shrieking and caterwauling up a storm. The rapacious glee smeared all over the goblin’s faces was horrific to witness. Many people had fallen at the hands of these creatures and I pitied their suffering. The riders were mocking us as we readied our meagre haul of weapons, yelling vile descriptions about how we would be nothing but shit in the morning. The ground trembled under my feet and mud skittered and fell from the concealed branches. I studied the beady, malevolent eyes of the goblins and to a creature their attention was fully on us.
“Ready,” I said, loud enough to be heard over the thunder.
In my peripheral vision, I saw the courage begin to waver.
“Almost,” I growled. “A few seconds more.”
The marauding pack were nearly on us. I judged the point of no return in my mind and begged the gods that my low wisdom hadn’t screwed us.
“Now!” I yelled, tossing the soggy branch aside. We all fell to our knees, grabbed our designated spear, and jammed those bastards into the shallow divots. A wall of death rose as one, angling towards the wargs. The goblins tore out great tufts of hair as they tried to still their charge, shrieking their own fear. The pain only spurred their beasts on harder and they crashed into our pikes without slowing. I shut out the agonised yelps as sharpened stakes ran them through. Instinctively, we all ducked as the unstoppable momentum carried the dying bodies up and over us. I caught a blow to the head and several of the others were knocked flat by the sheer mass of the pack. Torrents of blood from the savagely torn flesh rained down, soaking both us and the trail. The riders screamed shrilly as they were launched from their perches. Crashing into the dirt, bones broke as they rolled over and over. 
“Finish them off!” I yelled, shaking my head to clear the swirling stars. 
I jumped to my feet, helping the others to rise. Those that could, grabbed their hidden axes and I withdrew my flail, readying ourselves to finish off the enemy. There was no fight to be had. All but one of the wargs were already dead, blood trickling from their mouths and gaping wounds. The injured goblins pleaded for mercy and were rightly ignored as the villagers fell upon them. I turned my attention to the last living beast which was panting heavily as its life fluid drained around the embedded pikes. Its paw twitched at me, causing the others to jump back. I was probably wrong, but I took it as the same gesture Honey made when she had been really ill. I would sit by her side and stroke her head while she put an arm over me for comfort. Knowing I was probably about to get clawed to death, I stepped close enough to the creature to smooth down the fur on its ugly, misshapen head. Its paw twitched again and I grimaced, waiting for the swipe. Instead, the warg rested it against my leg and lay still. Seconds passed and the breathing became shallower, finally stopping altogether. Its lupine eyes glazed over as it died. 
“I can’t believe it worked,” gasped Romund, surveying the carnage. “Have you used this tactic in your wars?”
I was coming down from my surge of adrenaline and couldn’t answer. What could I say? That I’d watched it in a fantastic movie with a less than fantastic Scottish accent by the main character. We lacked the blue face paint and kilts, and for that I was grateful. No one needed the sight of a pasty white British arse jiggling all over the place. As the rush faded, I almost kicked myself. Spinning around, I found the goblins in various states of dismemberment. 
“Fuck it!” I spat, angry at myself. Information was power, and I’d thrown away a valuable opportunity to question them. There could be another pack bearing down on us, or two, or ten. While I inwardly scolded my lack of forethought, Lady tromped back from further down the trail. I’d never seen malice in a horse before, but she pushed people aside and stamped the shit out of the body parts. 
“Shall we stop her?” asked Romund.
“Erm… probably best we leave her be. She looks pissed.”
“What now?” asked the village leader as my mount bounded among the remains.
I looked around at the bodies. “I guess we should cut down a load more stakes. Just in case.”
“I’m fine with that. The smell of blood is making me ill.”
“You and me both, mate,” I sighed as Lady continued to spread the goblins out, joined gamely by her daughter. “You and me both.”
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Chapter 24

Menagerie à trois


I accepted the villagers’ offer to keep myself out of the way while they cleared the bodies from the trail. After suggesting we leave them as a warning to whatever followed, Romund explained to me that there were still a few small hamlets that would need to use it to reach Pitchhollow. Rotting carcass clearance on top of a desperate flight for safety wouldn’t be ideal for them.  
“My messengers should be reaching the villages right about now. I just hope they haven’t been attacked like us,” he continued.
“Would it be better for me to head back and check?” I suggested.
He shook his head. “If they have, I’m afraid to say it’ll be far too late by now. It was only by miraculous fortune that you stumbled upon us when you did.”
“Glad to be of help.” I left out the part about waking up in one of their beds after travelling from another dimension. “Let’s just hope they leave us alone between here and the fort.”
“Garrison,” Romund corrected.
“Fair enough,” I replied absently, my eyes drawn to the body of the warg who had perished at my feet. “What is that?” I asked, walking towards the twitching creature. Well technically the belly was twitching, not the body itself. 
“Oh, she was pregnant,” replied Romund as he walked back to gather up the others. “It’ll be dead soon. At least we won’t have to worry about it eating us when it grows up!”
I was transfixed on the struggles taking place beneath the taut skin. As ghastly as the mother had been to look upon, in its dying moments it was nothing more than a scared animal seeking comfort. Had it been for itself or its unborn, though? I had no clue about the psychology of wargs, nor most animals when it came right down to it. The pup’s movements started to weaken and my panic flared. 
“What are you doing, you pillock?” I asked myself as I equipped my dagger. “This is going to end so badly.”
Before I could talk myself out of it, I picked a spot as far away from the impression of paws as possible and slashed downward. Like a lanced boil, the pregnant belly deflated and the amniotic fluid poured out, covering my feet and lower legs. As vile as it was, my excitement overrode the need to go and dive in a river. My companion log grew by one when I picked up the ichor soaked pup and severed the umbilical cord.
Companion Gained – Warg (baby)
Description – A distant relation to the more common wolf, wargs are far larger than their lupine cousins. Capable of hunting alone or as part of a pack, they are fierce predators. Once trained, wargs forge a lifelong bond with their master. Requires milk to survive.
The little ball of slick fur started to choke so I turned it over and hooked my fingers into its throat to pull the swallowed tongue free. I received a healthy nip from its razor fangs for my troubles that penetrated to the bone. Leaving the healing to my natural constitution, I pulled out a cloth and gave the creature a quick wipe down. 
“Same trick as before?” I asked, looting the group of adult wargs. 
My inventory filled with a stack of fur, claws, and meat that I would look over later. Among the prizes was a copious amount of warg milk in neat little bottles. I slipped the teat of one into Wargy’s mouth and stashed him safely into my pack. I also took the time to feed my other companions who were growing rapidly. It was becoming a full on menagerie in my pack. I didn’t know if they served a purpose other than awesome, and not so awesome in Spidey’s case, travelling buddies. They had no combat stats to speak of, no tab to pull up their attributes or abilities. Still, I did what I always did in games; I gathered all pets to me. That was enough for now. 
“Mark? Are you done?” called Romund from up the trail.
“Nearly!” I replied, heading towards what remained of the rider’s bodies.
Name – Goblin Warg Rider
Description – The smallest of the goblin warriors are picked to master the wargs as their lack of bodyweight aids in their symbiotic combat. They eat with their animal, sleep with their animal, fornicate with… Ok, too much information. Let’s just say bestiality isn’t as frowned upon in the realms of goblindom. Who are we to judge what happens between consenting… things? 
Weakness – All
Immunities - None
I pocketed the available coins and moved on to the loot which was far more interesting. 
Item – Goblin Die-Nah-Might? (uncommon) 
Type – Weapon (explosive)
Description – A highly volatile concoction held in small clay jars that are lit and then thrown. Spontaneous combustion can be caused by – naked flames, clothed flames, water, shaking, coughing, oxygen, lack of oxygen, and gentle breezes. In fact, the chances of you getting this to work are less than one in three. Luckily for the wielders, Gutrender has an enviable prosthetics program that uses the latest in goblin ingenuity. Who needs a functioning hand when you can have a hook?
User Requirements – None. For the love of god, don’t even think about it!
Effect – Causes explosive and shrapnel damage in a small area
Misc – None
I wasn’t averse to unleashing some bombing goodness on my enemies. I just had to try and make sure I wasn’t among the casualties. Or at least have a sturdy hook ready to go in the event of a missing limb. 
Achievement Unlocked – Chad the Impaler
Description – Fifteenth century Wallachian princes have nothing on you. As Vlad Dracul laid waste to the invading Ottomans, so too shall you strike terror in the hearts of your misbegotten enemies. Leave their screaming forms riding the stake into an agonising death. Plant your bloody flowers on the battlefields that all may know your evil and quake at your approach. Carve your name in the annals of history as the legendary vampire does.
Reward – Țepeș Stakes (Spell)
My eyes darted back a line. “Wait… does? What does that mean?” I asked. “Is that a typo or are you telling me that the Dracula is still alive on our world?”
Nothing replied except for the distant chitter of a forest critter. It had to be a language issue. There was no way a secret like vampires would be kept under wraps with the prevalence of video technology in the hands of nearly every single person on the planet, was there? Hang on! Didn’t video capture use mirrors? If that was the case, the bloodsuckers could walk right past in velvet jacket and spread collared dress shirt. That left a dubious knot in the pit of my gut as I took the remaining loot from the corpses. Pushing the dread aside, I opened up the spell tab to check my new ability. 
Item – Țepeș Stakes (rare) 
Type – Spell
Description – Vicious pikes burst from the ground, impaling your enemies.
Requirements – Intelligence 10
Effect – Causes piercing damage to enemies. High chance to cause bleed debuff.
Misc – Strength and diameter of stake eruption increased by Intelligence
“That’s awesome!” Apart from my lack of stats to use the thing, anyway. 
I joined the convoy and cautiously approached my psychotic steed. Lady whickered as I neared and tried to twist her neck back to the pack of apples.
“Hold on, Miss Kills-a-lot and I’ll get you one.” 
My eyes were drawn to her lower legs and the black gloop that stained them. I promised myself that I’d give her a wash as soon as we hit the next stream and slipped the girls two apples before climbing back in the saddle. My back started to complain immediately but it was something I’d have to get used to. I doubted there was much in the way of taxis or cross country rail travel available; it was either foot or hoof. 
We set off in tandem and I walked Lady up beside Romund’s wagon.
“It’s been quite the day, hasn’t it?” he asked, gently jigging the reins.
“It’s been a real eye opener,” I agreed. “Would you mind telling me more about what’s been happening?”
Romund blew out a shrill, weary breath. “That’s a dark tale indeed. Are you sure you want me to tell it?”
“I’m not going anywhere,” I replied. “Have the goblins always been a problem?”
He nodded. “Going back as far as my grandfather’s, grandfather’s grandfather. Legends say that the poison in the mines twisted the men who toiled in the deeps. Orcs and goblins used to be folk just like you and me. Can you believe that?”
“You don’t?”
He scoffed. “The only resemblance I see is that they walk on two legs. I’d be more believing that the miners found something down there that they hadn’t counted on. Gutrender is just the latest to take command of the green rabble that fills the caverns. For hundreds of years the orcs were the stronger of the two races. They would use the goblins for fun and food. As terrible as a full army of orcs marching on the lands of Kherrash may seem after tonight, it was always repelled with minimal casualties. They took a fortress once or twice, but it was short lived and the Grand Marshals always sent them fleeing back into the depths.”
“What’s changed?”
“This is the second time they have emerged in the last fifty years with one of the goblins as their master. Strog NoNose was the first, and he was also the first who used their bizarre technology. Whatever it lacked in accuracy, it made up for in devastating damage. To both sides, that is. As many of the orcs fell as our troops. We lost most of the north-western territory that time. Three small garrisons and two of the larger castles. Most of the able-bodied men were drafted to put them down. Masons, tailors, farmers. Everyone.”
“You fought?” I asked.
“Heaven’s no. I was only a little spit of a thing. It was my father who left the fields to go and reinforce the army. He came back deaf and nearly blind. And to his dying day two decades back, he’d cough up a mix of black gunk with pools of blood. Whatever was in the smoke of their fire weapons was enough to rot him from the inside.”
“How do you think their armies have managed to win so decisively after all the previous tries?”
“From what I gleaned as the routed men passed through, their technology is now perfected.”
My memory flashed back to the what I can only assume was a more volatile dynamite looted from the goblins. It didn’t seem that perfect if they required a constant supply of fake limbs for their injured, but I kept the information to myself. “You said your father was wounded by their fire weapons. Did he ever mention what they were?”
“I’m afraid not. You have to remember he was a farmer. The sword in his hand felt as strange to him as that horse feels to you. All he remembered was charging forward into the battle, the sounds of piercing screams, then silence. Most of the men had blood running from their ears after the battle was won and they never heard another sound as long as they lived.”
Concussive blasts? If that was the case, the title tinkerer was woefully inadequate for a race that had mastered projectile explosives, artillery by the sounds of it, in a time of arrows. We were in major trouble. “Why didn’t they ever follow the armies back into the mountain to finish them off for good?”
“You can’t understand how vast the cave systems are. Even if the marshal took everyone he had, they could search for a year and still not find their home, nest, whatever they call where they dwell.”
“Why not seal the mountain and starve them?”
“That was tried many decades ago. For every rock we used to choke the entrances, it was just a matter of the orcs picking them apart. I don’t know what they use for food in the deeps, and I don’t want to. Cannibalism is a part of it, but for their sheer numbers they would need something far more plentiful, otherwise they would already be extinct.”
After witnessing their lust for the villager’s meat, I imagined human cattle in the darkness, churning out children that would be used as a food source. Then I did a quick calculation of the time and effort that would be required. Nine months to birth, however long to nurture them to a suitable size, plus all the food required to keep the mother alive throughout the entire process, multiplied by however many prisoners. To my relief, one plus one didn’t equal two in this case. They wouldn’t have the discipline to maintain the farm for more than a few days at most before fighting over the scraps.
Romund caught my expression. “I’ll wager you wish you’d stayed in Brite’On?”
“It wasn’t really an option,” I replied, “Though I do miss the place.”
“Were you exiled?”
“In a way, yes, but not for anything bad.” How could I explain it in terms Romund would understand? “I guess you could say I was sent away to help people.”
“Ah, a champion! Then we truly are fortunate that you found us when you did, Mark. May I presume to ask, does Brite’On have more champions in our lands?”
Once again I came up against the paradox that indeed there were other champions, but on a different plane of existence. Was Cris sat in the saddle of Lady right now, talking to Romund about her origins in America? My brain ached at the impossibility of it all. “I don’t think so,” I replied honestly.
“Ah, that is a shame. If ever there was a time for champions to rise, it is now. A dozen of you would turn the tide, I’m certain of it.”
“I’m afraid you’ve only got me,” I chuckled.
Romund winked at me. “That’s good enough, Mark.”
We trotted on, leaving the memories of the night’s horror behind us.
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Chapter 25

Warm Welcome


Breaking through from the cloying shadows of the forest, we came across a vast swath of land comprising nothing but low cut stumps. In the distance I could see why. Pitchhollow Garrison was a veritable fortress of its own. Similar to the motte and bailey style of medieval Britain, only much larger. The pines at our back stood nearly two hundred feet tall, and the construction of the garrison made full use of the trunks.  
“Whoa!”
“Is that a word that conveys amazement in your land?”
“Yup.” 
Romund nodded. “Then whoa, indeed. This place is the last fortification outside of the wall. I have a fear it too will soon fall. Such a shame.”
“You know the place well?”
“Know it?” Romund exclaimed. “Like the back of my hand. Like the earth in my fields. I met my wife here. We were married in the church. It might lack the awe of the Grand Citadels, but it makes up for it in warmth and hospitality.”
I glanced over my shoulder and found a lone horseman trailing us. “One of your messengers?” I asked Romund. 
“A scout. He’s been following us for the past few hours.”
Ok, that figured. With the recent incursions into the territory by the orcs, not having mounted observers patrolling the wilderness would be insanity. I hadn’t noticed him at all, though, while Romund seemed to have clocked him almost immediately. I’d need to work on my observation skills. The rider was hooded and dressed in green and brown, the universal standard for forest camouflage. I could make out nothing of the face beneath, and turned my attention back to the garrison. 
The walls stood about eighty feet high, just shy of half the length of the pines. I assumed they were deeply buried to provide stability. The towers just behind the wall were another matter. They were half again as tall as the palisade, the red tabards of the soldiers within visible even at a distance. Behind the vast bailey was the motte and keep itself which was made of grey stone. It brooded over the land from the steeply banked hill upon which it sat, giving a vantage to survey the surrounding fields and cleared forest.
“You say the orcs took greater fortresses than this?”
“I’m afraid they did. In the west, there were a few other garrisons as impressive as Pitchhollow, but Silverstone Castle was the real seat of power. Dawnstar’s brother, Cuthbert, was its marshal. He fell when Gutrender’s army swept south from the mountains.”
“Did you ever see it?”
Romund laughed. “I’m a farmer, Mark. My life is my fields and the trade trips to Pitchhollow. We’ve always welcomed travellers who pass through, though. They told tale of a gigantic edifice of stone atop one of the many lower mountain peaks, approachable by a single narrow pass. The walls were inlaid with a silver-like mineral that would glitter if the sun was at the right position. Can you imagine the magnificence? The beauty?” 
“It sounds amazing. Now it belongs to them.”
“Sadly, yes. Along with a dozen other such marvels.”
“It’s funny. I still can’t get my head around the fact the goblins are in charge. In my land, it’s always the big, brutal orcs running things. Might is right, that kind of thing.” 
“You have the greenskins too?”
“In a manner of speaking.” I couldn’t very well explain that my basis of knowledge was the realm of fantasy fiction. Words on a page couldn’t gut you and cook you.
“Well let’s hope that your experiences can aid in this war. I know the marshal will be keen to meet you.”
“The marshal?” 
“Marshal Randulf Balchester, second cousin to Milton himself. He’s a gruff, but fair man.”
A group of light cavalry approached. “Hold, traveller! What brings you this way?”
“Finneus, it’s me.”
The leader cantered over to the wagon and sheathed his sword. “Romund? What brings you to us outside of the expected schedule?”
Romund pointed to the trailing wagon and the shroud wrapped bodies. “Ill times, my friend. A raiding party of orcs attacked us in broad daylight two noon’s ago.”
Finneus gasped at the news. “Orcs? This deep in the Barrowlands already?”
“I’m afraid so.”
“Then I’m grateful you were able to fend off their attack. The marshal will want to hear the news.”
“We didn’t fend off anything,” Romund replied. “They took us by surprise and overwhelmed us in minutes. It was our young friend here who came to our rescue.”
Finneus looked at me and I waved awkwardly. He scowled. “What name do you go by, friend?”
“Mark.”
“Mark? And from where do you hail?”
“Brighton.”
Finneus scowled, his relieved face taking on a decidedly chillier appearance. “Where is this land from which you supposedly hail? It is not known to me.”
Uhoh. This wasn’t going well at all. “Erm, far from here. Very far.”
“And it was you that came to the aid of Peacehaven?”
“We kind of came to each other’s aid. After I’d killed the raid leader, I got caught by their reinforcements.”
Long seconds passed while he stared at me. “And yet here you stand.”
“It’s more sitting really,” I said from my saddle. “But it was Romund and the others who came to my aid and saved me. That’s why I said we helped each other.”
“How did you chance upon their village in their hour of most dire need?”
“Right place, right time, I guess.”
“A most fortuitous timing, I agree.” His eyes were ice as they looked me over. 
It suddenly dawned on me that the commander thought I might be in cahoots with the goblins. That I’d used the convenient arrival to ingratiate myself with the farmers. The sword blade which settled against my neck from behind removed all doubt.
“Finneus, what is the meaning of this?” Romund blurted. “He saved us!”
“These are dark times, my friend. Spies have been trying to infiltrate cities across the remainder of our realm. We’ll question your friend and get to the truth of it.”
“In case you hadn’t noticed, my skin’s a slightly paler colour!” 
“Boglug might be a monster, but he’s not a complete fool. As with all wars, some people will turn traitor if they think it’ll keep them safe. It’s these scurrilous dogs he tries to use against us.”
My anti-bully nature came to the fore and I readied myself. “You might have the drop on me, but if you call me a dog again, we’ll see if I can get to you before your man cuts my head off.” Their icons were neutral. For now. A rat swarm up their arse might well change them to red. The blade at my neck pressed more insistently, drawing blood.
“Mark, please don’t do anything rash,” Romund begged. “I swear we’ll have this resolved in short order. I’ll petition the marshall himself.”
Finneus and I glared at each other. I could feel the warm blood trickling down my neck. My temple throbbed with the anger flooding my system. Fighting against the need to lash out, I pictured the villagers and wondered how many others had been put to the sword before I arrived. How many lives lost to the Gutrender army? Too many by far, I surmised. The deaths would weigh heavily on the soldiers no doubt. Relaxing my posture, I held out my wrists for the shackles. 
“There’s no need for that,” said Finneus. “Yet.”
“What are you doing to my friend?” Astrid shrieked as I was led away by half of the mounted guardsmen. 
“I’ll be fine, Astrid! I’ll meet you inside once I’ve cleared my name.”
“Romund, take your goods to the stores and then see to your dead. I’ll arrange an audience with the marshal in due course.”
“Treat him well, Finneus. He was our salvation.”
“You have my word,” the commander replied. Turning to me, he nodded towards the fortress. “Follow us. And don’t try anything foolish.”
We moved off in a group, myself and my horse at the centre of the procession. Lady tried to bite the other animals as they crowded around us. I heard the scrape of sword leaving a sheath. This was something I wouldn’t let stand, no matter the danger. “If you touch my horse, I’ll burn this whole fucking garrison down.”
“You’re in no position to be making threats, scum,” scoffed the rider who had drawn his sword. 
“She’s just nervous because you’re too near her filly. Back off a bit and she’ll be fine.”
“Hmm,” the man grunted, but reluctantly did as I asked. 
Lady settled immediately into a mild grumpiness rather than outright violence and this had a calming effect on the mood of my captors. Bella trotted beside us, her gangly legs flailing awkwardly. I’d always marvelled at the new-borns and how they would be on their feet shortly after birth. Granted, they looked like me after a dozen pints, but it was still incredible. I think I was a year old before my pudgy little dumpling body let go of the sofa and took a step.
As we neared the towering gatehouse, I noticed two moats surrounded the entire structure. The first was a ten foot wide pit of sharpened stakes that made me wince at the thought of falling in. I could still feel the impact of the wargs that carried through to my fingers down the pike. The deep pit could kill thousands if the orcs were stupid enough to charge headlong into it like lemmings.
The second contained the more common water defence which was twice as wide. We came to the drawbridge and dozens of hooves clopped over the iron banded wood. I was regarded by the guards with a mixture of mistrust and wonder. I’d noticed my getup wasn’t anything resembling the local attire. 
“Spy?” growled one of the men on duty.
“We’ll see,” said Finneus. 
“No spy. Just a wanderer looking to help,” I added.
Finneus glanced back from his saddle. “As I said, we’ll see.”
One of the footmen approached and handed a hood to Finneus who, in turn, tossed it back to me. “Put this on.”
“I won’t be able to see.”
“That’s kind of the point,” he said slowly, as if speaking to a moron. 
“I’m not the greatest rider as it is. Add blindness into the mix and I’ll end up breaking my neck.”
“Your horse will follow us, have no fear. If you are as innocent as you protest, then surely you can understand that we can’t have you seeing anything that could harm the people here?”
I could, but I still didn’t like it. Slipping the sackcloth over my head, I sneezed from the dust and Lady flinched beneath me. I rubbed at her withers and waited to move. 
“Let’s go,” said Finneus, leading us on.
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Chapter 26

Another Fine Mess


By the length of the journey, I guessed I was now in the dungeon below the keep. A meandering ride, swiftly followed by a maze-like descent, accompanied by the chill that only comes from thick stone deep in the earth. I’m not sure why I thought they might’ve kept me anywhere else? Perhaps because of my close proximity to one of Dawnstar’s family and the fact they thought me a dangerous spy. If I’d been an actual assassin, I couldn’t have hoped for an easier way to get near my target. Then again, an assassin would be able to extricate themselves from the prison. I wasn’t skilled in that way.  
I’d had the hood snatched off as I was forced into the tiny cell. Once the door had slammed and the bar secured, I slumped in the corner with an almost childishly petulant harumph. I’d come to terms with their reasoning on my way down, though I didn’t have to like it. I was in utter darkness, so I summoned one of my torches and laid it beside me. There were no barred windows. No bed. No comforts whatsoever. Not even a pot to do my business in. Obviously thinking about the need to do the business triggered my bladder to ping with an I’m Full! warning. The thought of going on the floor and then having to put up with the stink for however long I was to be locked up for was not appealing. Out of nowhere, a bizarre idea came to me. I summoned one of the trash mugs I’d looted and turned it over in my hands. 
“I wonder…”
I felt like I had litres to expel, so I played it safe and retrieved three more from my inventory. It had gotten to the point I was going to go whether I was ready or not, so I pulled my trousers down and let loose. Most of what I aimed went where I wanted. Some didn’t. By the time I was done all four were filled to brimming. The heady scent of ripe pee was quickly overpowering the cell.
“Time to see if it works.”
I selected all four mugs and they vanished without spilling a drop. My inventory was now replete with four full cups of my bodily fluids and I pitied whichever administrator or intergalactic warehouseman was receiving the goods on a space conveyor belt. My imagination conjured a guy called Pob’Lak from the Blarg system gagging and calling a supervisor. I hoped it would be the push he needed to finally start studying interdimensional space engineering. At least some good would come of it. 
My torch sputtered on the dank stone. Sitting down again, I almost facepalmed when I noticed the blue tinge to my minimap. 
“Safe area, you dunce” I muttered. “Bart, are you there?”
“I’m here.”
Appearing across a luxurious bedroom is one thing. Appearing two feet in front of me was quite another. Even though I knew he was coming, I still flinched. 
“I don’t remember seeing anything in the world description that said I’d be locked in a cell!”
“Did you read anything that said you wouldn’t?” Bart grinned.
“This isn’t funny. They think I’m a spy!”
“Are you?” Bart made to sit down until he noticed the wet spots. 
I pulled a face that warned him off. “You know I’m not.”
He leaned against the wall instead. “Then you just need to convince the people in this world that you aren’t. Did you think it was just going to be bludgeoning creatures to death with the heads of their friends?”
“You saw that?”
“We all did. That flail of yours is quite the ghoulish weapon. Perhaps try and find something less creepy?”
“Hey! It might like head, but who doesn’t? Am I right?” I laughed and held out a hand.
Bart raised an unimpressed eyebrow without high-fiving me. 
“Ok, not my best gag. I still like the flail though. It might look bloody awful but it’s got me through some scrapes.”
“It’s only a matter of time until you get better weapons. Have you given any thoughts to your class and stat points yet. They’re building up.”
“I have been giving it some thought, and I think I’ve made a decision.”
“Oh? Do tell.”
“What combines both impenetrable armour, righteousness, and healing skills?”
Bart nodded knowingly. “A fine choice.”
I scrolled through the list of classes to have a final readthrough.
Class – Paladin
Description – Paladins are holy warriors, dedicating their life to the banishment of evil in all its forms. Placing chivalry at the heart of everything they do, these valiant heroes protect the weak and innocent from danger. Versed in divine magic, warriors of light will always be at the forefront of any battle. 
Failure to adhere to the highest values of propriety will result in the person becoming a Fallen Paladin.
Abilities – + 2 ability points to Combat
+ 2 ability points to Melee
+ 3 Wisdom
+ 3 Charisma
Holy Shield (Level 1)
Stoicism
There were further skills and spells that were locked until higher levels of paladinhood. I reread the class information and looked up at Bart. “Do you think it suits me, though? It’s not too… I dunno… pretentious?”
“Mark, I think the class was made for you. A warrior who fights for the weak. A peerless advocate for the side of good. What better choice is there?”
“A fireball wielding archmage?” I suggested.
“Could you really picture yourself in a dress?”
“They’re called robes,” I argued. “but probably not. It’s just lobbing flaming things from a distance worked out pretty well in the tutorial.”
“Against a few rats and spiders. And even some of those encounters weren’t stellar.”
“Give me a break! I was using wall torches. I bet the mana created lava balls would cause some mayhem.” I pew-pewed a couple towards Bart and he glowered at me, unimpressed.
“Are you changing your mind again?” he asked.
Was I? 
“No. I feel pretty happy with a goody two-shoes. If I get overrun by enemies, at least I’ll have time to lament my choices as they try and get through my heavy armour to the soft bits beneath.”
“That’s the spirit! So…?”
I gave it one final thought. I’d loved the class throughout my gaming life. Crushing evil with divine fury. Opening my character tab, I pulled open the classes and clicked it before I could change my mind. A message popped up.
This choice is final. Are you sure you would like to pick – Paladin?
“Gah!” The confirmation question opened up the doubts again. “Bart, is there a way to undo the choice?”
“No.”
Damn! I knew that would be his answer. “Maybe I should wait a bit longer.”
“That’s not what you were saying a moment ago.”
I groaned. “Can you speak to your bosses? Add in a respec for pay option?”
“I doubt they would listen.”
“Damnit, Bart. You’re meant to help me.”
“This whole thing is about you helping yourselves. Picking for you would defeat the object, no?”
“No!” I blurted. “Picking for me would be awesome.”
“If you are in doubt, leave it. You’re not going anywhere, are you?” Bart chuckled.
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Funny, aren’t you? Have they introduced comedy clubs in your sphere yet?”
“You think I could make it on stage?” Bart gushed.
“Yeah! If you were there to sweep it.”
Bart’s smile faded. “I think I may have been hasty in saving your wretched species. I might petition to change our decision.”
“You need to grow a thick skin if you want to make it in showbiz, Bart, my son! It’s a cutthroat business and you’re always going to get a heckler or two.”
“Heckler?” his face dulled as he searched his memory. “As in the gun? That seems very dangerous in a confined setting.”
“Heckler, as in a no good arsehole who’s only goal is to trip you up and make you feel foolish.”
“I see,” he mused.
Do it now! 
I did, and clicked accept on my choice. The momentary distraction of the conversation had helped. The screen faded and a swirling aura of light began to weave its way around me. A series of holy symbols formed within the golden glow and drifted towards me. I cringed, waiting for any pain they might bring. As they diffused through my skin, I felt nothing. At all. No righteousness. No divine wisdom or power.
“What gives? I was expecting to hear angels singing and shit like that?”
“They’re probably not singing because you use words like shit and fuck.”
“Whoa! Ok, censor police, I’ll come quietly. At least I don’t drop C bombs.” He made a solid point, though. I was now dedicated to a higher calling. Using casual profanity was fine when you were nearing destitution in the real world, but if I expected to inspire others to fight the impending invasion, I needed to rein it in. That would suck hard.
“Do you feel satisfied with your choice?” asked Bart.
I was overjoyed to have an immediate answer. “Yes.” It did feel good. My stealth days were largely behind me until I could allocate enough points to counteract the armour I would need. I might’ve be able to sneak up on a few enemies with chronic hearing difficulties, but the vast majority would hear me clanking along well before my blade got anywhere near their throats. There was always the option of gear switching to a lighter armour set if it was worth the hassle.
“I’m glad to hear that.”
“Is there anything you can tell me now? Anything to help?”
“I can tell you there’s someone coming,” he replied, vanishing. 
At first I didn’t hear anything. Moving to the door, I pressed my ear to the wood and finally heard low, muffled voices approaching. Some of the other prisoners began to wail and moan, begging for food and water. A crack of club on the cells stilled the complaints as the footsteps reached me. Whatever held the door secure was removed and the dark wood swung inwards. The woman who stood waiting was as awesome a sight as I had ever seen. I couldn’t fully make out her face as she stood taller than the lintel. Her skin was heavily tattooed in red where I could see it around her leather armour. There was none of the intricate needle artwork of my world. The images were crude, depicting scenes of battle like a living tapestry. 
Two of the weapons etched on her skin hung from her belt. Twin battleaxes, the blades crafted from a dark stone. She ducked and peered at me through the opening, the tattoos covering her face too. Blonde hair hung over her shoulders, tied tightly against her scalp in plaits. 
I’d expected her voice to be deep and guttural. What came out was melodic and pleasant. “Where did you get the torch?”
Shit! I’d forgotten my little burning comfort blanket.
“Er, it was already here?” I offered by way of explanation.
Her male companion stepped forward. “Take him,” he ordered. “We’ll get to the truth in the chamber.”
Two burly prison guards slipped around them and grabbed me. I could’ve fought back and felt confident in my chances. The swirling symbols of my class choice and their meaning stayed my hand. This would be resolved through calm discussion and logic, not violence. 
I let them drag me away.
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Chapter 27

This Little Piggy


When he’d said  chamber, I’d assumed it was some kind of meeting room. When I saw what awaited me I began to buck and thrash, almost summoning my familiars in panic. It was like something out of the Spanish Inquisition; they had the whole kit and caboodle. A rack, its ropes crusted with dark stains from the wrists and ankles of previous victims. An iron maiden stood in the corner, the door open and inviting. The rusty spikes within, not so much. The third device made my butt clench. The Judas Cradle had been explained by a particularly eager history teacher in all its glory. Ropes hung from hooks in the ceiling, ready to lower my weight onto the pointed tip of the triangular metal below. From there the torturers would add more weights to the poor fucker who was sat astride the device, pulling him down harder and harder. Let’s just say it would hurt worse than a strong vindaloo.
“Sit him down,” said the man, whose character tab identified him as Rendel.
If they’d moved me anywhere near the butt ripper, I would’ve flipped my shit and drowned them in rats. To my eternal relief, the tattooed woman sat me in a relatively normal chair with only leather straps setting it aside from those around the nearby guard’s table. 
“I normally like to get to know a lady before I let them tie me up.”
The woman grunted as they lashed me tightly. Rendel moved to the nearby bench, picking through dirty blades, thumb screws, and other shocking implements. I looked to the lady, and a look of sad resignation passed over her face.
“Take this,” Rendel ordered, handing her a hammer.
“How about we get to know each other a bit?” My voice squeaked a little as she reluctantly took it.
“I’m sorry, but I have to do this.”
“No, you don’t. We can talk and I’ll answer your questions!”
“The marshal has ordered it. I don’t have a choice.” She looked to the guards. “Take off his shoes.”
“I’d rather you didn’t. My feet are cold.”
I tried to resist by bunching my toes, but the brutes ripped my moccasins off and tossed them in the corner. I’m not embarrassed to say I started to shit myself. Figuratively, not literally. Rendel was licking his lips in anticipation of the pain to come.
“I’m Mark, it’s nice to meet you.” My attempt to offer a hand was thwarted by the thick straps securing my wrists.
“I’m Sunlith. My friends call me Sun. I’m sorry about this, Mark. It’s nothing personal.”
“Of course it’s personal! You’re going to hit me!”
She shook her head as she knelt at my feet, the reluctance plain in her downcast eyes. “Not because I want to. You’re not the only one who has been in that chair.” The haunted look in her eyes told me her own time under questioning hadn’t been all that long ago. It was at that point I noticed the partly regrown nails on her fingers, and the three missing toes, two on her left foot, one on her right.
“You do know that any information obtained under torture can’t be relied upon?”
“I know that. The marshal does not.”
“The person being hurt will say anything to get the pain to stop!”
“Indeed they will,” she said, offering me a leather bound bit to bite on. “It helps,” she added, knowingly.
“What would help even more is if you just asked your questions and believe my answers.”
“Stop your carping, boy,” grumbled Rendel. “You bleat worse than a teenage farmhand.”
I turned to glower at the torturer, despite my fear. “We’re going to have a falling out if you keep talking shit to me.”
Sun tried to show her compassion by patting my leg. “The marshal has ordered it. Finneus would take great pleasure in punishing me if I don’t comply.”
I couldn’t believe that this powerful looking woman was scared of the cavalry master, or any man for that matter. Her hidden character sheet told me of her combat prowess. “You could just say you hurt me and I’ll play along. I’ll convince the marshal of my motives, if only I could see him.”
Sun’s bereft eyes pleaded with me. “Please don’t make this any harder.”
Rendel started to laugh. “The rumours I’ve heard had you taking down two orc raiding parties and a warg pack.”
“I got lucky with the first and the second group captured me. It was only Romund and the villagers who saved me. We killed the wargs by luck more than anything.” 
Sun’s face pinched when I spoke about killing the wargs, but I was more worried about the massive lump of black iron in her hand.
“They say your timing is too fortuitous,” continued Rendel. “Hence why the marshal wants you questioned.”
“Why does everyone keep saying that?”
“You already know that these are dark times,” explained Rendel. “The wolves are at the door so to speak. This land is beset on all sides. Each attack takes another bite from the failing body of Kherrash. Soon, she will perish.”
I turned to the woman. “And where do you fit into all of this? You don’t look like a native?”
She sighed. “I owe a debt to these people, and the marshal himself. I promised I would help in any way I could, otherwise I wouldn’t be here.” She looked around the chamber in disgust. “Especially here.”
The hammer was perilously close to my toes and I winced every time Sun’s arm moved. “That’s why I’m here too! To fight! To save the same people! Just let me prove it to you!”
“The marshal needs answers first,” she replied, miserably. “Wounds will heal, you can trust me on that.”
“I’d rather just answer your questions without the pain.”
Rendel burst out laughing. “Where is your courage, mighty slayer?”
“In my other trousers.”
“So it seems,” he replied, mockingly. His face became stone. “From where do you hail, traveller?”
“Brighton. A town in England.”
“You lie. There is no such land. From where do you hail?” he repeated, nodding at Sun.
She raised the weapon, and I closed my eyes, awaiting the pain. After a couple of seconds, I heard the tool hit the ground. 
“I can’t,” she said, standing up. “What he says is the truth, I can sense it.”
Rendel pushed her aside and grabbed the hammer. 
“I asked from where do you hail?” Rendel repeated, raising the weapon.
“Answer him, Mark!” Sun snapped, almost begging in her tone.
“England!” I growled through gritted teeth.
I could see his muscles tense, ready to strike. I tensed too, ready for the agony.
“Hold!” 
My eyes snapped open to see Finneus standing at the door. “You don’t need to torture me. I’m not a spy.”
“You may not be a spy, but you are something. I’ve spoken to Romund and some of the villagers. Are their tales true?”
“That I clubbed a few orcs to death? Yeah, that’s true.”
“I’m talking about your dark powers. Your… necromantic powers.”
Sun looked at me in a different light and backed up a pace. Rendel scurried away as if I was afflicted with the plague.
“I don’t have necromantic powers.” Which was true. Resurrection was something pure. A chance to restore life. Necromancy was the twisting of death for nefarious ends.
“Then how do you explain the dead child who is now very much alive.”
I was surrounded by hostiles and I wasn’t about to spill my secrets to them. It wouldn’t just be Gutrender who would want to see my insides and study them.
Finneus grew angry. “I asked you a question!”
“And I don’t have an answer, so do your worst! I regret ever coming here to help you people.” I fixed my gaze on one of the torches and prepared myself. Unlike my own, the wick was made from a splayed branch packed with dried hay. The embers flickered as they fell. 
“Finneus?” asked Rendel uncertainly, seeking an order.
The commander huffed. “The marshal wants the questioning… paused. For now. Take him back to his cell. I’ll see which way the marshal’s mood is blowing once he’s had time to think. He may just decide to put him to death and be done with it. A spy is one thing. If the tales are true though, he may be something much worse.” With a final snort he swept out of the room.
“Release him,” ordered Rendel.
“Can I at least get my shoes?” I muttered as the straps were loosened.
To my surprise, Sun herself collected them. The two no-names dragged me down the passage back to my cell. Rendel had beat a hasty retreat as soon as we’d left the chamber, the word necromancer ringing in his head no doubt. As we made our way back, Sun addressed them as Scab and Brin. The first’s name was apt considering he was a veritable walking sore. I slumped inside the cell and crawled into the corner. Sun followed and laid my shoes down carefully just inside the door.
“I’ll get you some water and cloth to wash before you see the marshal,” she said, locking me in.
How could I possibly convince people that I was no threat when their only method of lie detection was bodily harm? I doubted they had polygraphs without electricity to run the machines. “To hell with it. Let them sort their own shit out.” Summoning another torch to replace the one they’d stolen, I sat and took stock of my situation. Maybe my decision to look for allies had been a mistake. If that was the case, then why did I have reputation tabs for various factions? I figured it best to let them do their worst and if that meant death, then my second attempt would keep me well away from any form of authority. 
“You’re crazy,” I said to myself.
There I was thinking about being executed without so much as a care in the world. The pain would be bad enough. The humiliation slightly worse, considering I’d come to help. It was the unknown price to pay that eventually had me rattled enough to start looking for a way out. I had no doubt that by fighting my way free it would burn any bridges that might be maintained with the humans of the land. I’d only be confirming their suspicions, not that they weren’t deserving of my wrath. I was deep below ground with no knowledge of tunnelling. If I tried to go all Shawshank I’d end up buried by tonnes of earth before I ever got to the shitter pipe. Not that castles like this had shitter pipes. More like holes that protruded over the outside wall. 
What options did that leave? Smashing the door in and making a break for it through a heavily patrolled garrison. That was after escaping the keep, then the inner wall, then the outer wall, and the moats. I’d end up cut to pieces or Boromir’d with arrows before I got close to freedom. 
“I could seduce Sun and schmooze my way out?”
With the way she’d gaped at me after Finneus’s words, I’d have been better off trying it with one of the greasy, filth encrusted jailers. They just weren’t my normal type. Washing at least once a month was a non-negotiable part of my dating preferences.
I heard the beat of feet on the stone outside and the door once again swung open. Sun was carrying a bowl of warm water and a small stack of pristine cloths. 
“Thanks.”
“I’m sorry,” she said, avoiding eye contact.
I didn’t reply, and she took this to be a spurning of her apology.
The water was tossed inside the cell and the door slammed shut without another word. I felt like a complete dick that I hadn’t at least acknowledged the fact that she had refused the order.
“They were going to hit you, remember,” I reminded myself as I started to mop up the spillage.
I took the uninterrupted time to open up the skill trees and added another point each in Evasion and Frenzy in Combat, bringing them both up to level 3. I now had four spare points waiting in Melee, so I scrolled through to it and studied the choices.
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I was going to be fighting in the heaviest plate I could find, so I split the points between Juggernaut and Weak Spot, hitting level 3 in both. 
The time had come to start allocating my actual stat points which was far more daunting. Following the welcome boost to my Wisdom and Charisma from my class choice, I hoped to avoid falling for the porn scam that told me gorgeous women were waiting to have sex with me only five miles away. I’d received two points per level up, which gave me eight spare. I was gradually moving away from any focus on arcane spellcasting, which left me six remaining options. Of those, two had already had their boost. I split the difference and added two each to Strength, Dexterity, Constitution and Luck. I pulled up my updated stat list and checked it over.
Strength: 11
Dexterity: 8
Constitution: 10
Intelligence: 6
Wisdom: 7
Charisma: 9
Luck: 9
Unlike my other abilities, I could actually feel the increase from the stat boost. I thought it might’ve been the fluttering torchlight playing tricks at first. That was until I held my forearm up and watched the skin tighten around the newly forming muscle. The tendons throughout my body thrummed as they became both more flexible and stronger. I’d been a little sluggish moments before, but now I felt ready for a night on the town again. Vibrant. Energised. 
I was at the beginning of what might be a very, very long journey, but at least I was moving in the right direction. With nothing left to do, I pulled out some of the looted clothes I’d gathered, made a pillow, and laid down to await the marshal’s decision.
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Chapter 28

Godpawn


It had only been about half an hour before I heard the sound of footsteps. The usual commotion broke out amongst the other captives, but I just sat up and gathered my loot. The torch had made the tiny cell reasonably warm. A nice mattress and a roaring fire would’ve been better, but beggars couldn’t be choosers. Expecting to see Finneus standing in the opening with dire news of my impending execution, I was shocked to find Sun brooding at me again.  
“I cleaned up your mess,” I said to her.
Her eyes flicked over the dry stone. For a moment it looked like she would attack me, then the tension left her body and she suddenly sat down at the threshold, filling the doorway. A solid minute passed without word and I started to feel mighty awkward. My natural default was to catch someone looking at me and automatically look away without thinking. There was just something weird about staring, especially if it wasn’t the precursor to a violent encounter outside a pub. 
“Have I got something on my face?” I asked.
She didn’t answer, so I stared back at her. Under the ink she was a very attractive woman. Heck, even with the ink she was a very attractive woman, if you went for the whole alternative, Amazonian look. I could sense a deep hurt in the way she studied me. I feared feeling the sharp edge of one of her axes if I pried, so I tried a different tact.
“What’s a barbarian doing acting as a jailer?”
This got her attention. “How did you know that I was a barbarian?”
I couldn’t tell her that her race was a simple click away on my HUD, so I thought of another approach. “The tattoos, height, and general demeanour were a bit of a giveaway.” 
“You’ve encountered my people before?”
“Only in myths and legends. Tales of ferocious warriors marauding across the land. That kind of thing.”
“It is true that my people used to be proud warriors. Those days are long past,” she replied.
“How so?”
“Our lands are bleak and barren, hard to work. Some of our leaders looked upon the human kingdoms with envy.”
“Your people were mistreated?”
“Not at all, and that’s why our honour is gone. We would trade with your people. Furs and meat. Oils and ore. What we couldn’t grow, we bought with hard work.”
“So what happened?”
“A new warlord rose and unified the barbarian clans. Dhaulf Bearbane convinced my people that they should take what they wanted and to stop begging for scraps. We’d never begged for scraps. We earned our way in the world.”
“You attacked?”
“They attacked. My people. I took a skiff and stole away by moonlight.”
“How did you end up here?”
Sun sighed morosely. “That’s a tale too long in the telling. Suffice it to say, guarding murderers, thieves, and drunkards all day is not by choice.”
“You’re kind of a prisoner too?” 
“Aren’t we all? The farmers are prisoners to the fields. The hunters to the game. Fishermen to the sea. Soldiers to the battlefield. Leaders to duty. Everyone has invisible shackles that none can see but they themselves.”
“And yours is scallywags like us?”
She frowned. “Scallywags?”
“Naughty people.”
“I think murder and thievery is a little worse than naughty. They don’t lop off heads for naughty.”
“Fair point.”
“Can I ask you a question?” she asked.
“Will it involve a hammer? Maybe a red hot poker this time?” 
Sun’s face crumbled at my words and I felt more like a dick than ever before. 
“Sorry, I’ve got ex-girlfriend hang-ups.” I wasn’t a prude. I liked to be adventurous in the bedroom. But an unwelcome index finger during the throes of passion had been quite enough in terms of back door penetration for my liking. A thousand degree steel rod was another level of intimacy altogether. One I doubted I would ever reach, or at least I hoped not.
I expected Sun to get up, kick me in the nuts, and storm off, but she remained seated on the cold stone. “I don’t enjoy what I do like Rendel does. The marshal wanted me out of the way. He said my visage was enough to terrify the truth from the people he sends our way.”
“He sounds like a peach. You look great by the way. In my land, some of the most beautiful people in the world are covered in tattoos.”
This brought a faint smile to her lips. “It’s meant to inspire fear in one’s enemies, not be pleasing to the eye.”
“It was the same in my land once. Now they’re decorative. Expressive.”
“Your land sounds very strange.”
I rolled my eyes. “You have no idea.”
“May I ask the question now? No pokers… Yet.”
“It depends on the question and who you’ll be passing the answer to.”
“The answer stays with me.”
“Then go ahead,” I replied.
“We have all manner of shamans and witches in the barbarian lands. Most of them are gifted in clever words and herbal remedies, nothing more. Of course they claim the gods deign to speak through them, but I’ve never believed it. What I’ve seen today makes me wonder…”
“Wonder what?” 
“Are you… Godspawned?”
“Godspawned? What’s that?”
“Someone sent from the War Halls of Gundar.”
“Hardly. I’m just someone who wandered into the wrong village.”
“You’re truly not a spy?”
“Would I admit it if I was?”
Sun pondered my question and then shook her head. “No. Though Finneus’s suspicion about your timing is well justified. Fortune like that is rare, if not unheard of. Many hundreds of towns and hamlets have fallen to the orc menace, only bones and ashes remaining. Yet this time it was different?”
“Like I keep telling people, I was just lucky. The first raiding party were blind drunk and the second was taken by surprise by the villagers after they’d captured me. I’m not an enemy. I wanted to be an ally.”
“Wanted?”
“The hospitality of the Dawnstar family leaves a lot to be desired. I think if they let me go I’m going to find my own path to Gutrender and Whitespear Mountain. I’m done with playing these games. There was a time when helping people out led to some good will.”
“Dark times breed mistrust. The marshal is a harsher man these days, but when you consider the position this land is in, I feel grateful I don’t bear the burden of leadership.”
“If he’s in such dire need, you’d think he’d be grateful for any assistance he could get.”
“I’m afraid the assistance has, on occasion, been the revealing of secret tunnels or the opening of the gates in the dead of night to allow an attack. With the desperate cowards in this land to contend with, a stranger from an unheard of kingdom is bound to arouse suspicion.”
“Will the goblins really allow the traitors to live amongst them after they win?”
Sun scoffed. “Of course not. They’ll use them and then discard them. It doesn’t stop people trying to save their own skin.”
“We have a saying in our land. One from a terrible war. It goes; an appeaser is one who feeds the crocodile, hoping it will eat him last.”
She looked puzzled. “A… crocodile?”
“Water creature. Green and scaly. Meat eater. Not unlike the orcs, except far more friendly.”
She nodded slowly as she played the words over in her mind. “I like that saying. Your people are very wise.”
I figured I would give it a shot now that we were moving beyond the torturer/tortured relationship. “I don’t suppose you know any secret tunnels I could use to get out of here?”
“I do, but I can’t. I paid a high price to find sanctuary here and I’m not about to put that at risk.”
“So much for proud barbarians,” I huffed. “You can go now. I’ll wait and see what the marshal decides to do with me.”
Sun stood, embarrassment and anger conflicting in her features. “My people are proud. At least they would be if they hadn’t fallen under the spell of Dhaulf. I’d give anything to put that man under my axes.”
“And yet here you stay,” I mocked.
She whirled around and slammed the door. My feeling of dickishness was now reading about eight point three on the Richter scale. Ok, poor comparison, but I did feel the emotional tremors I’d caused as Sun stomped away. 
“Godspawned?” I whispered, speculatively. 
I suppose I was. Placed here to do battle on behalf of realm hopping aliens. What was their technology if not godlike? It opened all sorts of doors to all sorts of questions that I wasn’t in the mood to think on, so I retrieved my reward from the Protect the Wagons quest instead. 
Item – Simple Longbow (common) 
Type – Weapon (Ranged)
Description – Formed from the yew tree, these bows are favoured for their power and range. Comes with an undepletable quiver of basic arrows. Satisfy all your boyhood dreams of playing Robin Hood and remember; Everything we do, we do it for you. 
User Requirements – Strength 6 Dexterity 6
Effect – Causes piercing damage
Misc – None
"God damnit!" Now I had the earworm of Bryan Adams's song that ruled the charts for about seven years playing in my head. Kevin Costner's slow motion flaming arrow as the piano keys chimed. At least it had Morgan Freeman in it. Anything with Morgan Freeman was at least an eight out of ten. I wondered if he was still alive back in my world, then remembered I had far more important stuff to deal with.
I rested one tip of the bow on the floor and it stood almost as tall as me, which was probably why it was called a longbow. I tried the flax string and it creaked under the strain I applied. My proficiency choices left the weapon almost useless, and that was without factoring in my complete lack of experience with archery. I popped it away and looked over the quiver. There was none of the plastic, or nylon, or whatever modern arrows were made from. The thin wood was protected with oil, and the feathers were fresh. A small steel tip was affixed, sharply pointed. I tried to remember the name of the spear type heads. It was bodmin, or bodkin, something like that. Designed to penetrate armour instead of the flatter bits that would cut wider wounds in flesh. I slipped that in my pack too, realising I had no real idea what I was talking about.
With my mood souring, I conjured my clothes pillow and lay back down. This was proving to be one awful experience after another. I longed for the misery of my failed business and Honey’s awful breath.
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Chapter 29

The Marshal Commands


Finneus had returned soon after my exchange with Sun. She stood behind him, the earlier warmth and breathless wonder gone. Her eyes were as flinty and dark as the weapons at her hips. 
I stood with my back to the stone, fists clenched. “Well?”
“The marshal wants to see you,” said Finneus. He tossed a hood to me. “Put that on.”
I tossed it right back. “No. I’m done taking your shit.”
It came flying back at me. “If you want to live, put it on. I won’t ask again.”
Swallowing my pride, I crouched down and picked it up. The material was just as uncomfortable as the first time I’d worn it. “Happy?” I asked between bouts of violent sneezing.
“Overjoyed,” Finneus muttered.
Sun took my arm as I left the cell. She made a show of grasping it tightly until Finneus marched away, then softened her grip and let go almost completely. Using the haze of torchlight that filtered through the rough gauze I managed to walk in a straight line without her constant guidance. The steps and turns became a blur again. I’d forgotten how medieval castles could be with their serpentine halls. Eventually we arrived at our destination and the mask was yanked from my head. I found myself before a wide table, a map laid across the timber and held down with metal figurines. At the head was an imposing figure with white hair, grey eyes, and a scowl that could scare the green from an orc. Surrounding him were a crop of what I assumed to be loyal commanders. I was expecting to see them dressed in resplendent, magical armour, plotting wars in their battlefield finery. There were no clanking plates, just comfortable, well-tailored tunics and surcoats. Each man wore a large gold ring with an emblem embossed in the jewellery. Once again, I made an assumption that it was their house’s insignia. For a time the only sound was the faint cries of activity from the garrison outside and the crackle of the fire at his back.
“Hi!” I chanced. The marshal’s gaze turned even darker and I could feel my own hackles rising. “In my land it’s customary to return a greeting.”
The marshal’s eyes narrowed. “And is it customary to address your betters with such insolence?”
“In my land we’re equal. There are no betters.” Ok, that was a bit of a lie. The power of the aristocracy had taken a hefty beating over the centuries though. Nobles retained their titles but none of the power they had once wielded. Their grand homes were often in a worse state of repair than my own. The queen was another matter. As much as some people yearned for a republic, I loved our monarch and the work she did. Her sons, not so much. 
“Equal?” he scoffed. “Preposterous.”
“We value meritocracy as much as someone’s blood. More so as the years pass.”
“Enough! I didn’t bring you here to discuss governance and nobility. I brought you here to get a measure of the man I’ve heard tales of. And so far, I’m not impressed.”
“Neither am I!” I fired back. “I wouldn’t even be here if you weren’t about to get your arses kicked.”
The marshal’s face turned a deep scarlet. “You dare?”
“I dare!” I snapped. “I’ve done nothing but help and you speak to me like I’m a piece of shit. Either kill me or let me go, because I’m done with your crap.”
“I should have you flogged within an inch of your life.”
This was getting boring. “Then do it! And be quick about it! I’ve got people to help and you’re getting in the way of that.” I snatched a goblet of wine from one of the commanders and gulped down the sweet drink. 
The marshal’s men looked at him, not quite believing what the suicidal stranger was doing. I can tell you exactly what I was doing; losing patience. Randulf stroked his immaculately trimmed beard in quiet shock. It was clear he was a man accustomed to being obeyed. The crawlers and sycophants glancing at him nervously in the room were enough to confirm that. No one dared laugh or yell without his tacit approval. 
He let his right hand fall to the pommel of his sword. I waited for the attack, so imagine my surprise when he moved the scabbard aside and sat down and spoke to me in a completely different manner, a decision seemingly made in his mind. “Romund tells me strange tales.”
I dragged a chair to the other end of the table and sat down uninvited. “I don’t mind telling you it’s been a strange couple of days.”
The eyes of his commanders were like something out of a Wimbledon tennis final. They bounced left and right, and back again, waiting for their cue to become outraged.
Randulf’s lips twitched minutely, as if suppressing a smile. Or a tic of blinding rage. I wasn’t sure which.
“Your customs are stranger still, stranger. I’ve never heard of this England of which you speak. Much less a town called Brite’On.”
“It’s a part of Great Britain. Far, far from here.”
“Great Britain, eh?” he mused. “And they have a habit of breeding brash malcontents?”
“The malciest malcontents that ever walked this good earth,” I agreed.
“Fearless warriors too, by the look of it.”
“There’s a fine line between bravery and stupidity. I try to walk it as carefully as possible.”
This time the left side of his mouth curled up. “Is what Romund told me of your prowess true?”
“That I killed the orc raiding parties? Yes, but only with their help.”
“I’m talking about the other things. The strange powers they talk of.”
I shrugged. “It was a stressful time. People had died. I saved as many as I could.”
“Indeed.” Randulf replied. “And one who had already fallen. A child, so I’m told. Aelswith?”
“Astrid, sire,” whispered one of the commanders.
“Ah yes, Astrid. Remarkable girl. I think she has a bit of your rebellious streak in her. She gave me quite the tongue lashing when I sought out Romund’s people.”
“She’s a good kid.”
“How did you bring her back? I’ve heard whispers of necromancy.”
“I didn’t do anything. She was just covered in soot, that’s all.”
“Soot!” Randulf exclaimed. “Soot, he says! By the way the villagers describe it she was as cooked as a hog at feast. The only thing missing was the apple in her mouth.”
“That’s impossible. Like I’ve explained, it was a very stressful time. People’s minds can become addled with shock.”
“You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?”
I held his challenging stare. “Honestly? You’re damned right I’d lie to you. I don’t trust you people as far as I can throw you. I helped escort tonnes of grain for the war and what do I get for my troubles? A one way trip to the dungeon.”
Randulf laughed, a sound like a barking dog. “You don’t trust us?”
I shook my head firmly. “Not one little bit. You’ve got to earn it after what you’ve put me through.”
“Earn it!” The chuffing dog became a wheezing hyena as Randulf turned red with mirth, slapping his thigh. The men surrounding him laughed nervously as well. I wasn’t sure what was so funny, but in a world of orcs and barbarian hordes, I guessed they needed to take the chuckles where they could. The cackling tapered off and Randulf settled back in his seat. “I’m not going to kill you, boy.”
“Thanks, I guess,” I replied, reaching for another goblet.
“However, what I am going to do is allow you to help us, and in so doing you’ll confirm my hopes about you.”
“Help you how?”
“There’s a cave system not two days ride by horse, back towards Romund’s village in the Barrowlands. My scouts tell me that the deserters hiding within are in league with the goblins, feeding them information about the towns and villages in the area and robbing the unwary. I want you to go and investigate. If it’s true, I want them all dead.”
“And if it’s not?”
“Then they’re still deserters. I want them dead.”
“Forget it. I’m not doing it.”
The cheer left Randulf’s face. “What?”
“I won’t kill men who are just scared. You’ve got a whole army here. Send them if you want executioners.”
He scowled with confusion. “And what, pray tell, does England do with deserters?”
“We lock them up. Did these men flee before the war?”
“No. They ran after the battle for Whitespear Mountain.”
“The way I hear it, everyone ran. If they were able to, anyway.”
“They still had a duty!” Randulf slammed a fist onto the table. “They should have returned to their barracks and prepared for the next fight!”
“In our land, men break from war. They see too much horror and their minds just shut down. We call it post-traumatic stress disorder. These men fought valiantly for you, and you would repay that with death? Get stuffed.”
“You’re forgetting these men are suspected traitors. Giving up their kin to the whims of the greenskins!”
“That deserves punishment.” I agreed. “A harsh one.”
“But not shirking one’s duty? That doesn’t?”
“Warriors can be rehabilitated. Some will be able to go back to the front line. Some won’t, but surely every strong back counts in this war? They may not be able to wield a sword, but they can certainly wield an axe for cutting trees or a chisel to cut stone.”
Randulf shook his head in bewilderment. “What am I to make of you? You appear like a ghost in the night from a land no one’s ever heard of. And you bring customs and demands that go against everything our land was built upon.”
“How’s that going for you?”
The marshal looked like he would explode, then sagged like a candle left too close to a fire. “Not well.”
“We do it my way or not at all.”
Randulf let out an exasperated sigh. “Very well. If they prove to be simple deserters, I will guarantee their safety. They will be imprisoned, of course. But you will explain to me how it is we undo this… Post-what?”
“Just call it PTSD. Fighters who have seen too much death.”
“Very well, you will help me to understand this malaise.”
“I have another demand.”
“Another? You wish the sword from my hip? The gold from my coffers?”
“If you’re offering.”
“Out with it! You’re giving my brain PTSD.”
I laughed at this. “Good one! My demand, or if you’d prefer a request, is that I take Sunlith with me.”
“Sunlith? Why?”
“Because this is little better than a suicide mission on my own. I’m not familiar with these lands, and however limited her own knowledge is, it’s better than mine. I’ll need another person with me for the scouting.”
Randulf stroked his beard again. “I’m not sure this is a good idea. Two warriors from two strange kingdoms doing the alliance’s work.” 
“If I may, using her for prisoner watching is like using a sword to spread your butter. It works, yeah, but it’s bloody ridiculous.”
“You wish for her aid even after she nearly harmed you?”
“Rendel was the one who wanted to swing the hammer. But we do what we must. It’ll be her choice of course. With your leave, sire.”
Jesus, I was even starting to talk like these people.
Randulf summoned her. While we waited, the servants looked to the marshal for permission to refill my goblet. He nodded and a new draught of wine sloshed into my cup. Being a noble was looking better and better as I drank the stunning vintage. I wondered how many servants I would have if I ever turned to the dark side. All of them! All the servants! I would have palm leaves fanning me while other, scantily clad beauties slipped grapes into my fat mouth. Romans schmomans. I’d go full Caesar. My overactive imagination came crashing back to reality when Sun walked in. I couldn’t order anyone about, let alone keep people against their will to serve my whims. She looked at me nervously.
“Sunlith, thank you for joining us. Your prisoner has a demand.”
“Request,” I corrected.
“Are you going to ask her or just sit there gawping?”
I turned to her, my tongue tied into knots. “Umm… I…”
“What?” she asked aggressively. “You want retribution? A fight to the death to regain your honour?”
“Umm, no. I… erm… wondered if you would accompany me on the task that Marshal Randulf just assigned me?”
“Task?”
“Mission? Quest? Merry jaunt?” I offered.
“I know what a task is.” Her mistrust was plain to see. “What does it involve?”
“Fighting. Death. A bit more fighting. And maybe even clearing the names of some misunderstood soldiers.”
“I can leave here?” she asked, looking to the marshal.
“If you wish. It is as our new guest suggested, Sunlith. You’re far better use to us cleaving skulls than watching killers and pickpockets rot.”
“How difficult will the task be?” she asked me.
“Either a piece of cake or suicide.”
“I don’t like cake,” she growled. 
“Then suicide?”
She drew one of her weapons, knelt at my feet with the axe held forth, and declared, “Then you have my…”
“Don’t say it! We’ll have a pissed off dwarf hunting our arses down for copyright infringement!”
She looked at me as if I was touched in the head. “What?”
“Never mind. You don’t need to kneel for me. Ever.”
“Am I not your slave now?”
“Hell no! You’re an equal partner. In fact, you should probably be the one in charge.”
Randulf interrupted our exchange with an impatient, “Yes, yes. You can get to know each other on the trail. Your target is here.” The marshal pointed to an area deep within the forest to the west. One of the commanders helpfully provided us with a smaller, but far more detailed scroll of the land. “If they get a sniff of you, they’ll bolt back into the caves and rely on the shadows and traps to protect them. I lost six men to the first attempt at taking them down, so as you can see, I already have a reason to believe the worst.”
I stood up, a little tipsy from the wine. “Duly noted. Are we free to leave?”
“You are. I’ll allow you to collect some supplies from the barracks on your way out. If you should succeed, the entirety of Pitchhollow will become open to you. Until then, you will be escorted to the stores and then taken directly through the gate.”
“You can still change your mind,” I said to Sun.
“We go,” she replied, her thin braids whirling like flail heads of their own.
I turned to the marshal. “Am I going to need an escort while I’m in here?”
“The keep is crawling with soldiers and you’re unarmed. I think you might need to run to keep up with her though.”
I half bowed, then ran from the room as the military men laughed to each other. I hoped the next time we met I’d be the one laughing. 
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Chapter 30

An Unlikely Duo


I found Sun stuffing bags with provisions, much to the chagrin of the cooks. The invocation of the marshal’s name had quelled the vocal complaints, but they still glowered at the barbarian sacking their wares. 
“What are we taking?” I asked.
She cast a sideways look at me. “Are you not familiar with these foods?”
I checked over the items on the wooden bench. “Dried meat?” 
She nodded.
The slivers of jerky looked no different to those from my world. 
There was a block of pungent yellow material that could only be one thing. “Cheese?” 
“Dry. Long lasting. Doesn’t fester. Good for the road.”
I’d have to hold my nose while eating it. Crikey, even from a distance it stunk.
“Scones?”
“What are scones?” Sun asked.
“Those little bread things,” I said, pointing at the small, baked treats.
“It is a bread, but not this strange scone you talk of. Pray we find game to make a stew otherwise you’ll be breaking those pretty teeth on them.”
“I’m not really the best hunter. I’m a bit of a soft touch when it comes to animals.”
Sun scowled at me. A look I was becoming familiar with. “You really aren’t from around here, are you?”
“I’m not. I’m a long way from home.”
“You’ll have to describe your home to me one day.”
The way she emphasised home showed she was still on the fence about my origin. With a long journey ahead of us, I wondered how much I would share with her. Would she consider my story ridiculous, or proof of being Godspawned? Probably the latter.
“We’ll see,” I replied. “Is there anything I need to help you with?”
Sun hefted the pair of leather satchels onto her back and marched from the room without answering. I tried to judge her mood and it was so unreadable it could’ve varied from anywhere between brooding rage and brooding excitement. I tried to ignore the wounds to my pride as I followed obediently like a puppy. In the back of my mind I knew that I needed the help of someone who was a real warrior. I could swing a flail with the best of them, but that was as far as my skill went. I doubted the twin axes that hung from her leather belt were for show. I pulled up the flashing quest tab and found our goal. 
Quest – Investigate the Deserters (Main)
Description – Fearful, broken men, or wilful scoundrels? Only you can get to the bottom of the rumours surrounding the deserters in the Barrowlands. Let them live or put them down, the choice is yours, adventurer.
Reward – + 10 Realm Points
+ 10 reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
I’d hoped for a better prize, but the numbers would ensure I was now at least accepted by the land’s leaders. 
We navigated our way out of the keep and down to the stables. 
“Ho, Edric!” Sun called through the open doors.
A middle aged man with a portly belly emerged from one of the pens with a shovelful of hay. “Miss Sunlith. What brings you down here today?”
“We are leaving on a task for the marshal. I need your sturdiest horse.”
“Of course, miss. And for the young man?” he narrowed his failing eyes and finally made out my face against the light of the day. “Ah, it’s the young master who brought me the troublesome nag.”
“Has she been giving you a hard time?”
“Not if I leave her well alone,” he replied. “But if I make any movement near her filly she gets mighty uppity. Damn near took a bite out of me, she did.”
“They’ve been through a bad time,” I explained.
“Romund told me of the orc attack,” Edric said, mournfully. “Thank the stars for your bravery, young master. The people of Peacehaven have always been a good sort. Would you like to see your friends now?”
“Yes please, sir.”
He laughed at me. “No sir here, young master. Just a man who loves his four legged friends. Here they are.”
Lady and Bella were hiding at the back of the enclosure until they saw me. Wickering happily, Lady trotted through the hay and tried to nibble at my hands. “Sorry, girl. I’m all out of apples.” I moved to the side and rubbed her neck firmly. Bella was craning her neck over the wooden gate so she got the same treatment. 
“Well I never,” muttered Edric. 
“What?”
“Well, young master, she seems like a different horse. They always have their favourites, of course they do, but to see the change between how she is with me and now with you… remarkable.”
“Just call me the horse whisperer.”
“Why?” Edric asked. “Does whispering to them help?”
“No, it’s just a… never mind.”
“You Englanders are an odd sort,” muttered Edric, moving off to help Sun with her tack. 
Word of me had spread quickly by the look of it. Add wild stories spread by a few dozen survivors of an orc assault to the people of Pitchhollow; then top it off with the mysterious nature of my arrival and it was no surprise fairy-tales were being spun. 
“I don’t think you can come with me on this one, girl. You need to stay here and keep an eye on Bella.”
That left me in a bit of a predicament as I had no idea of what to do for a replacement. I gave Lady one last scratch on the withers and headed for the experts. Sun’s steed was already dressed and ready to go. I shuffled awkwardly, coughing to get their attention. “Excuse me.”
“Yes, young master?”
“I need a horse too. Lady needs to stay with you.”
“Well, of course she does,” he laughed. “Until the little filly is ready to be weaned, which I’d guess isn’t too far away anyway. Pick any of the horses you see, young master. They’re all well natured and loyal. They won’t let you down.”
“I’ve not ridden much. Can I have one that’s good for beginners?”
“Do you not have horses in England?” Edric’s opinion of me was going from an oddity to an outright freak. 
“We do a lot of walking. Horses are a provision of the wealthy, which I most definitely am not.”
Edric smiled at that. “I see now, young master. Forgive my impertinence. It’s hard for a man who was raised with horses to understand those who’ve never had the pleasure.”
I clapped him on the back to show there were no hard feelings. “I’m making up for lost time, I can assure you.”
“It’s nice to think that amongst the horror of this war that we can still find some pleasures,” he replied.
“With any luck, I can help to bring this war to an end.”
Edric balked at the idea. “One man alone when armies have failed? I pray you don’t put yourself in harm’s way, young master. I’ve got a good feeling about you.”
“And he’s not one man alone, Edric,” declared Sun. “He has me.”
“And a lucky man he is to have you at his side, young miss. I still say to keep yourselves safe, mind. We’ll need every available sword when the orcs smash against our walls.”
“Won’t Randulf just take his people back behind the great barrier?”
“I know not the thinking of generals, young master. All I hear from the drunken soldiers at the tavern is that we’re to hold no matter what comes at us. Shall we find you that steed now?”
I nodded. “Remember, a friendly temperament if possible. I know they’re probably bred for war, but I don’t have the skill to use that properly.”
“Oh, they aren’t war horses that you see. These fine beasts are bred for speed. The cavalry are kept in another stables within the fortress, trained from birth to ignore the cries and clash of steel.” He beckoned me over to his target. “How about young Firebolt here?”
“He sounds dangerous.”
“Ignore the name, young master. The fire is on account of the red in his hair and the bolt is because he’s as fast as any quarrel ever fired from a crossbow. We call him Bolt for short.”
I approached the fine horse and took the sneakily supplied carrot from Edric’s hand. Taking my time, I slipped to the side while his teeth sought the crunchy vegetable in my outstretched palm. A firm rub and scratch in the usual places was enough to have him nudging my chest with his head.
“He’ll do you proud, young master. Now let’s get him ready for the long road, shall we?”
“Would you mind if I tried it for myself? You can give me a rap across the knuckles if I get anything wrong.”
Edric backed away and leaned against the empty pen to the left. “Of course. It’s better if the rider does it, especially when getting to know a new horse. You’ll be doing it out in the wilds anyway, so it saves the young miss the trouble.”
I was nervous as hell doing it alone. I knew the seemingly placid animal had the ability to break me to pieces if it decided to. “Ok, here goes.”
I took each step carefully, running them through my head as I went. First went the soft, woollen blanket across his back. I made sure to lay it a little higher as Romund had shown me. The saddle went on next, and I pulled it along with the blanket to make sure Bolt’s hairs were all facing a comfortable direction.
“So far so good,” I whispered.
“You’re doing grand!” exclaimed Edric.
“I’ll be dead of old age before he finishes,” Sun scoffed, already mounted and waiting. “Daylight’s fading.”
“It’s barely past morning!” I argued.
“With the time it’s taking you, the moon will be up before you slip a foot in a stirrup.”
“Not helping!” I muttered as I attached the girth beneath Bolt’s chest.
I picked up the bridle and everything went to shit. I could remember the general placement of the bit and the crown, but I’d messed something up or twisted it and I had straps where they didn’t belong. I ignored Edric’s polite chuckles and Sun’s more mocking grunts and tried again. The amiable horse opened his mouth without complaint as I slipped the bit in.
“Ok. Now the nose band.”
I tucked it beneath the bit to prevent uncomfortable pressure.
“Now the throat latch.”
Tucking the leather underneath his jaw, I left slack between the strap and Bolt’s chin. 
“Ok, so far so good. How’re you doing, boy?” 
Firebolt shook his head and whinnied.
“Edric, is that a good or bad answer?”
“Is he trampling you?”
I looked into the soulful brown eye of the horse. “Umm, not yet.”
“Then you’re doing fine, young master. Would you like me to check him over?”
“Once I’ve adjusted the stirrups,” I replied, turning back to the horse. “Don’t trample me now, ok? We’re doing well.”
Bolt snorted.
“Sun’s watching!” I muttered. “Don’t embarrass me!”
“Too late!” she called.
“How would you feel about going back to the dungeon?” I asked her.
“How would you feel about me getting the hammer?” she replied.
“Good comeback.” I laughed at her sass. “Edric, I think I’ve done it. Would you mind just checking it over for me?”
“Not at all,” he replied, bustling into the pen. Casting an expert eye over my work, he nodded to himself as he made small adjustments. “Pretty good for someone new to riding. At this rate you’ll be in the cavalry by next month.”
“I’ll just be happy if my new friend doesn’t throw me into a nettle filled ditch.”
“Nay. Young Bolt will be a sturdy companion for the journey ahead, don’t you fret.”
“I’ll try not to,” I replied, hooking my left foot in the stirrup and hoisting myself up. I took the reins from Edric and guided Bolt out of the stall. I don’t mind telling you that I felt like a million quid at that moment. I was a stranger in an alien world. Alone except for another stranger. Yet my spirit soared as the insistent touch of my boots yielded a compliant response from my proud beast. 
Edric regarded us with pride. “Look at you both. A pair of fine warriors if ever I’ve laid eyes on them.”
“Look after Lady and Bella for me while we’re gone.”
“Like they were the marshal’s own, young master,” Edric replied. “You have my word.”
I turned to Sun. “Care to lead the way, m’lady?”
“What is this m’lady?” she demanded.
“It’s just a saying in my land from a long forgotten time. Ignore me, I’m just nervous.”
“I was planning to,” she grunted and trotted away.
“Good luck!” Edric called as I slowly followed.
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Chapter 31

Truth Bomb


Hours had passed since leaving the fortress. Sun had remained largely unresponsive to my attempts to engage in conversation. She would look at me strangely when I would direct our route without checking the parchment in my saddle bag. I couldn’t exactly explain that my minimap had a helpful golden line that was taking us towards our destination. Or could I? I made the decision to broach the subject with my fearsome companion over dinner. 
We’d reached a point in the trail and a time of the day that thwarted our continued progress. I spied a small stream to our left on my HUD. Picking an area of thinning brush, we guided our horses into the forest for a mile or so and then dismounted by the water. My arse and back were on fire. My thighs burned too, but they weren’t unused to heavy workouts. I stretched, groaning in pain and pleasure as the kinks in my bones righted themselves with audible cracks. 
The horses were busy lapping at the crystal clear water while Sun was glowering at me from the wax coated blanket she was setting up.
“Are you going to get your hammer?”
“Only if you continue to keep secrets from me,” she replied. For a barbarian, she was extremely intelligent and had me sussed from our first encounter.
“I’m not really sure you’d want the truth,” I replied, honestly.
“Suit yourself. I’m sure you’ll be fine on your own out here. I’ll head back in the morning.”
“That’s no way to speak to your great leader.”
“I thought you said I was going to lead?” she replied, yanking on the rope hard enough to shake the top of the tree it was attached to. A shower of leaves and trapped moisture fell all around her.
Our tiny camp took little time to erect on the understanding that it could be quickly stripped if we needed to move fast. I was no expert on troop movements but I expected even the greenskins would stick to well-worn paths rather than chancing a trek through a dark forest on foot. 
Sun dug a set of two pits, with a small hole joining them at the base eighteen inches below the surface. 
“What’s that for?”
“For cooking and warmth.”
I was still befuddled by the bizarre system. “It’s for a fire? How does it work then?”
She glared, the braids hanging over her face adding to the crazed look. “Are you mocking me?”
I held up my hands in surrender. “I’m not. Honestly. I’ve not seen a campfire done like this before. We normally just pile the wood and let it rip.”
“And that is exactly the reason for doing it like this. What happens when night falls fully?”
“It gets dark and cold?”
“Exactly. It gets very dark. What isn’t dark?”
“A fire.” It all clicked. The smoke would be unavoidable unless we could find wood that was dry. Even a city dwelling dunce knew that. The light from the flames would be mostly obscured by the edges of the pit itself. Considering we were very near, or even in the growing territory of the goblins and their orcish shock troops, it was a sensible precaution. “You’re a genius, Sun.”
“I’m anything but a great thinker. I leave that to the old men with their robes, potions, and frail bodies.”
“You don’t need to be a scholar to be a great thinker. You can be a warrior and a genius at the same time. Some of our greatest legends were proficient with their brain and their blade. How do you think those scholars would do outside of their towers and libraries? Out here in the world, I mean?”
“They would be prey,” she replied with certainty.
“Exactly! Your genius lies in survival in the real world. How can I put it? You could live in their world easily, but they would fail in yours. Does that make sense?”
“In a convoluted way, yes. Now help me strip the horses and get them fed. Then we can settle down to our own food.”
“Salt pork and stinky cheese?”
“You can have salted herring if you’d prefer. The cheese is good if you eat it with the bread.”
“I’ll take your word for it,” I replied, sourly. The acidic tang still clung to my nostril hairs hours later. I dreaded to think what my mouth would feel like afterwards. 
We unburdened the horses of their tack and strapped up their feed bags. Content with the fare, they started to munch through the oats while their tails swished to shoo the forest flies that settled on their hides.
“If the journey was any longer I’d have taken a third horse to switch with during the day,” she explained, looking over our steeds. “We should be back with time to spare, so it was best we stuck to two.”
“Cool.” I was no wilderness survivalist and let the expert take the lead. 
She fashioned a cradle for the meats from some severed branches. “You can eat it dry and cold. I prefer it to have some heat and smoke first. It softens it up so you don’t break your teeth.”
“I’ll have the same, thank you.”
Sun took out a small pouch and withdrew three items. An iron rod that looked like a cheap knuckle duster, a flint, and an even smaller pouch which held some fur type material and some charred cloth. She caught my expression and paused. “What?”
My eyes snapped up. “What?”
“I asked you what? You’re making a face as if you’ve never seen this type of thing before.”
“Not at all.”
She smiled a predator’s smile. “Then what is it?”
I put two and two together and hoped it didn’t come out nine. “To start a fire?”
The smile never faltered. “Ok, so how does it work?”
Shit! 
I added three plus three. “You light the fur with the other things. The stone and the metal.”
“That sounded like a guess.”
Double shit! 
“Erm…” I sat on my fallen log and decided to just go for it. Truth all the way. “I have an… easier way.”
“By all means, Englander, show me your advanced methods,” she mocked, packing away her kit. 
I took a deep breath. “Once I do this, I have to tell you a story. Do you promise to leave my toes alone, even if you’re not happy with what I have to say?”
“I can’t make a vow like that.”
“Ok, fine. But it all leads back to what we were talking about in the cell. You want the truth, I’m going to give it to you.”
She sat cross legged next to her cold firepit and waited. I almost grinned at how much she looked like an oversized schoolgirl waiting for assembly to begin. Then I remembered the axes and battle tattoos and stopped myself lest I join the inking at the end of her blades. Taking a small bunch of the twigs, I laid them inside the hole while I gathered the courage to open up fully. When a suitable construction of kindling and small logs was ready, I turned to her and held out a hand. She made to reach for it, but jumped back three feet when a burning torch appeared out of nowhere, throwing back the encroaching shadows. 
“What is this?” she demanded, bounding to her feet and snatching it from my grasp. Sun turned it over in her hands and sniffed at the wooden shaft. “Witchcraft?”
“I think a male witch is called a warlock,” I replied, summoning another from my inventory and feeding the blazing wick into the pit while she gaped at my first. The angle was awkward, but the heat soon transferred and the thin sticks started to crackle and char. I stood up and took the first torch from her. In the blink of an eye they were both back in my pack and the darkness was settling on us fast.
“You are a sorcerer? Explain yourself!” she snapped, reaching for an axe.
“Put the weapon away and join me at the fire. I’m not your enemy.”
“I’ll be the judge of that,” she replied, moving to the other side of the growing flames. 
I fed a few more thin logs into the pit and settled back onto the softness of the loamy soil and decaying leaves from the previous winter’s shed. “I do come from somewhere called England, that much is true. The lie is that it exists in this world. I don’t come from any land on your planet.”
She didn’t reply. Neither did she scoff, so I continued. “I’m going to do something strange now, just please don’t freak out.”
“What’s freak out?” she asked as I conjured Ratty. Yelping, she fully withdrew an axe at the sight of the growing rodent.
“His name’s Ratty,” I explained, feeding him some more milk as I stroked his fur. “He’s my companion.”
Sun gaped as he disappeared, only to be replaced by Spidey. I still felt a shiver of revulsion as his legs kneaded at the palm of my hand. 
“What is that thing?” Sun spat, reaching for one of the burning logs.
“A webspinner. A type of companion spider.” I swallowed hard and called forth his food. The hunk of meat was quickly clasped in its fangs and the spinnerets went to work cocooning it as it disappeared into my pack. My skin crawled for a good few seconds afterwards. I’d saved my newest companion for last. The little pup appeared, curled up and snoring until I conjured a baby bottle of milk. 
“Is that a…?”
“A warg pup. It’s mum was going to eat us.”
Her shock had vanished at the little ball of furs’ arrival. Sun shuffled round on the leaves and sat beside me, holding out her hands.
“Don’t ask me where I got the bottle from as I don’t know,” I explained, handing Wargy over. I was planning on working on the names at some point, but my mind had been on other things.
“He’s new-born. A day or two at most,” she marvelled. “You say it’s mother attacked you?”
“She was part of a small goblin party that struck our wagons on the way here. We managed to hold them off and I found this little fella on one of the bodies.”
“You mean in the body?”
I would explain the strange way I collected things later. “Yes, that’s what I meant.”
“He’s beautiful,” she cooed, scratching a fingernail gently on his small tummy. His back leg twitched as he suckled on the rubber teat.
“They don’t look so cute when they’re fully grown and charging at you.” I thought of the massive, salivating maw of the mother. The razor sharp fangs that snapped in anticipation of the meal to come. 
“I know, believe me. Thank you for letting me hold him,” she said, handing him back. “Here you go.”
I put him safely back into my incubator or whatever it was within my pack that kept them safe and growing. “You don’t seem as freaked out as you did before.”
“By freak out do you mean an expression of shock?”
“Yeah.”
She nodded in understanding. “Good. Then no, I’m not as freaked out. My fear has given way to questions.”
“Ask and I’ll answer. No more lies, I promise.”
“Where is this England from which you hail if it is not on our world?”
“Another universe.”
Her brow furrowed at the strange word. “Another what?”
I pointed skyward. “You see the stars above? The tiny specks against the dark. They’re the suns that other worlds like ours revolve around. Everything here and out there is called a universe. Billions of stars and planets. I come from a different one to yours.”
She looked skyward and regarded the spots of glittering light. “They’re suns?”
“What did you think they were?”
“We are always told they’re our greatest warriors, watching down on us to ensure we keep the true barbarian faith.”
“On our world, many older religions thought along the same lines.”
“But they aren’t the spirits of the fallen?”
“I’m afraid not. They’re just suns that lie a very, very long way from here. So far you couldn’t travel there in a hundred lifetimes even on the fastest horse.”
She turned to me, her expression one of wonder. “How is it you know this?”
How indeed? What would a medieval society know of telescopes and computer imagery? I had an idea. “Do you have… binoculars. No, that’s not right. Do you have anything that can spy people from a long way away? It uses glass to magnify things. We call it a telescope.”
“No.”
That was a complete bust. “Oh, ok. Well in our world, we can use these things to see things up close that are very far away across the universe.” I noted her dour expression. “What’s the matter?”
“I feel sad now,” she muttered. 
“Don’t be. Your ancestors are out there somewhere.”
“In another universe?” 
“Yeah, they could be. We believe the souls of our dead go to another place. Depending on the life they’ve led, it can be a place of beauty and love, or one of horrific suffering.”
Sun softened at my explanation. “Our beliefs are not dissimilar. If you haven’t bathed in the blood of your enemies, you can’t be welcomed onto the Isle of Giants to drink in the great halls. Do you have to kill many enemies too?”
“Umm, kind of,” I replied, recounting the ten commandments. Unless there was an eleventh hidden on the other side of the stone that said thoust shalt killeth ten score of thine enemies, we weren’t meant to bathe in anyone’s blood. “I’ll explain more about it another day. Now, please don’t be angry with what I’m going to say, but there’s no way to put it lightly.”
Sun regained her composure and nodded. “I’m prepared.”
Here it was. The knockout punch. “I was sent here by a race of beings that are akin to gods. So you could say I was godspawned, but I’m not a brave warrior or anything like that. They’ve threatened my world, and the only way I can help my people is by helping this kingdom.”
“That sounds noble. Why would I need to prepare myself for it?”
“It’s the way they speak of these worlds, it makes it seem like a game. Like they’ve created this land with their magic. A place of pretend, fantasy, make-believe.”
“What is this nonsense of which you speak? Games and such. Fantasy. Make-believe.”
“It means none of this is really real,” I replied, motioning all around me. “If what they’re telling me is true, that is.”
“How can I not be real?” she asked, throwing a rock at me.
Its impact on my chest was extremely real as I rubbed at the sore spot. “I’m only telling you what they told me.”
“Then your gods are lying to you. How else would I have lived the life I have? Have the memories I do? I didn’t spring into being from under a rock when you deigned to arrive.”
Her point about my sponsors lying had me wondering, but the tutorial wasn’t something that just happened to exist. The dungeon had been created for us to traverse, as had the enemies within. That being said, if the world was real, then I had a whole bunch more issues coming my way. Until I knew for certain, I decided to just cut my losses and shut up about it. “You’re probably right.”
“I am,” she declared.
“But you believe my origin? That I’m not from here.”
“Of that I am certain,” she replied.
“Ok.” Putting it aside for now, I made myself useful by removing the empty feed bags from our horses.
“Shall I tie them up?”
“No. Let them wander and forage. They’ll return to the fire when they’re good and ready.”
I'd expected disbelief on Sun's part. Though she bridled at my words, she had accepted it with far greater readiness than I would've if I were in her shoes.
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Chapter 32

The Party Grows


Our dinner was eaten in sullen silence. I kept my eye on the horses just in case they should wander too far. They seemed content to pick amongst the undergrowth for flowers and mushrooms. My first instinct was to panic, but seeing Sun glance their way without concern as they gnawed at the fungi told me all was well.  
The salted pork was astringent enough to have my eyes watering. My poor tongue felt like a snail doused in salt. I had to drink a mouthful of water for each bite of the meat. I could feel my blood pressure rising from the astronomical intake of sodium. It was little wonder people in these times barely made it past thirty. 
The cheese and hard bread were a welcome relief to my tastebuds, which I never thought I’d say. I nibbled at the small chunk like a mouse, savouring the tang while breathing fully through my mouth. The pungency of the cheese was eager to ruin my enjoyment by drifting up my nose. 
“I’ve been thinking,” Sun said, catching me off guard. 
I took a snootful of the cheddar stink and my stomach roiled. I laid the unfinished lump aside. “Me too. I’m sorry I laid something like that on you. It was unfair.”
“I want to know more. You say this is a game to you? Like the snatch skulls we barbarians play?”
“I don’t even want to know what that is, but yeah. In our world, we have things called computers that can generate different worlds. You can fly. You can be a wizard. You can take on hordes of zombies, all from the comfort of your bedroom. Imagine all of this, but you see it through a screen, a window, and you can interact with it without ever actually being there.” Fuck me, trying to explain the intricacies of gaming to a people who could die from an infected scratch was really hard. 
Sun gave it some deep thought. “So the worlds on your computers, they’re like mine?”
“Yes and no. We have games where we play as sword wielding warriors, but they’re far more basic. This place is infinitely more detailed and involved. We don’t have the ability to smell, touch, taste. We can only see and hear the game world.”
“Does that not serve to prove that this isn’t just a game? I can see you. I can hear you. I could feel you if I so wished. You yourself admit to taste and smell judging by the faces you’ve pulled while eating.”
She was unbelievably cogent in her thinking. My own mind had readily accepted the arrival of the aliens because humanity had reached a point where our thoughts were moving beyond the limits of our own planet. For a relatively primitive, medieval dwelling warrior, it was incredible. 
Or was it? Sun was, potentially, a construct of the game. It wouldn’t work too well if the characters were all moon worshipping cultists who saw omens in the changing position of their luminous, white deity. 
I had the same feeling of conflict that I’d suffered in the dungeon. The knowledge imparted by Bart was hard for my psyche to acknowledge when everything in my body was telling me this was real. I was going round in circles again, just when I was trying to put myself on an even keel. 
“I really need to speak to my friend. He might be able to clear a few things up for me.”
“Your friend?”
“One of the beings who put me here.”
“I see. Is it their gifts that allow you to conjure torches from nowhere?”
“Yeah. It’s like I’ve got a hidden pouch somewhere that I can access at any time.”
She gave it some thought. “I watched a jester at court once. He had coloured cloth that seemed to vanish inside his hands. I found them up his sleeve when I ripped it off. Foolish man.”
“I don’t think the torches would fit up my sleeves.”
“They might,” she argued, “but you’d be horribly burned by them. That’s not to mention how you can hide your companions.”
“Just more quirks of the…”
“Game?” she raised an annoyed eyebrow.
I left it alone and decided to bring up the topic of a newly flashing tab that had appeared in one of the empty boxes of my HUD. The Party option had changed Sun’s icon from the blue of friendly to the green of a potential fully interactive team member.  “I’ve got something I can use on you. I suppose it’s like a spell.”
“What does it do?”
“All it says is that it will allow you to grow stronger in the same way I do. We call it levelling up.”
“I’m already strong,” she argued.
“I know that. But you can be a lot stronger. The trick where I can make things appear out of nowhere? You’ll have that too.”
“And this gift from your gods, you wish to bestow it on me?”
That was a pretty good summation. “Yeah. But only if you feel comfortable with taking the power. Eventually you’ll be unstoppable.”
She tore off a hunk of pork while she considered my offer. As she turned to look at me, my quest icon began to flash. “Ok, I’ll do it, but first I want to tell you a story. Before this war is done, I’d like to beg your help.”
“Go for it.”
“My name is Sunlith Wolfkin. I was daughter to Thorberg Wolfkin, clan leader of the Lothia Fjord. We fished from the waters and we mined from the mountains around us. It was a hard life, but we were accustomed to it.”
“If I may interrupt? On our world, barbarians usually fought instead of toiled.”
“We did both. The armies of Milton Dawnstar never made war against us. The same can’t be said for the ogre kingdoms of Azor. Their attacks were frequent, and brutal. Many bloodlines were cut short by the vile flesh eaters. For centuries this had been the way of things. They would strike, we would counter. Enough blood was spilled on both sides to fill the oceans. That changed when Dhaulf came of age.”
“Bearbane? The one who united your people?”
“In my culture, the only way to unite is to conquer,” Sun growled, her jaw clenching in anger. “We’ll come back to that. Dhaulf was a warrior without home. The fjord of his people had been crushed many years before and was now a place of only ghosts and grief. He drew all likeminded nomads to his cause, creating an army the likes of which we’d never seen. As was the way of things, we were attacked in the spring. The ogres were killed to the last man. Dhaulf then did what no clan chief had done before; he invaded Azor. They put a hundred villages to the torch before the ogre leaders sued for peace. Dhaulf razed twenty more before accepting their eternal vassalage.”
“You had peace?”
“For the first time in many generations. Our ancient enemy was now enslaved. It was at that point Dhaulf’s gaze turned to Kherrash. A gathering of clan leaders was called in Dhaulf’s newly rebuilt fortress. My father and mother went. They never returned.” A flicker of sadness passed over her. Raking her leather gauntlet across her face wiped the weakness away and her eyes blazed with hatred.
“I’m so sorry, Sun. Did he…”
“Kill them? Most likely. Anyone who argued against going to war with the Dawnstar Alliance were never heard from again. It was during the preparation for the first attack that I escaped and brought news to Randulf. I betrayed my own people…”
“You did the right thing. It was Dhaulf who betrayed your people.”
Sun gathered herself and smiled sadly. “So there you have it. The traitorous barbarian girl who turned her back on her kin. Are you still sure you want me as your companion?”
“You turned your back on a warmonger. There’s a difference.”
“My people still died in their hundreds during the first attack. If I hadn’t warned Randulf, they would’ve swept over this land until goblin and barbarian met to the west of the Barrowlands.”
“And thousands of people in places like Pitchhollow would’ve died. You’re not to blame.”
“I still feel I am, but that brings me to my request. You may do what you wish to me if it will aid you. All I ask is that you help me to kill Dhaulf Bearbane and regain my honour if the chance should arise.”
I didn’t know what to say to this. Nothing in the world description gave a hint that the task revolved around anything except wiping out Gutrender’s forces to the west. I clicked on the glowing quest icon and got my answer.
Quest – Avenge Sunlith’s Kin (Optional quest/Companion)
Description – Help Sunlith to kill Dhaulf Bearbane and regain her family honour.
Reward – Companion Loot Box (Legendary)
The task sounded impossible, hence the incredible rewards that were on offer. “If there’s a way, you have my word. I’ll do anything I can to help you.”
“Thank you, Mark. It’s been a long time since I’ve had any reason to hope.”
“Don’t be too grateful just yet. There’s another reason I asked for your help that I’m not too proud of.”
“You can tell me.”
“I’m really not a warrior,” I repeated.
“That’s not what people are saying.”
“Nothing but the truth, ok?”
Sun agreed.
“I’m not a warrior. I was lucky, that’s all. I’ve had no training. I just lashed out with my flail and hoped for the best. I want you to teach me how to fight. I need you to teach me how to fight. For what’s coming.”
“Thank you for your honesty,” she replied, smiling. “I’d be honoured to help you.”
It was such a relief to finally have some semblance of a path forward. One that wouldn’t see me dying unnecessarily over and over due to a mistimed swipe or poor footing. I was so elated I scoffed the last hunk of cheese.
“You may do your spell now, Mark. I’m ready for whatever your gifts will bring,” Sun said, standing and holding her arms wide.
“I’m not sure you have to make a cross,” I mumbled between chewing the stinking food. “But here goes.”
Are you sure you want to use – Party Member on: Sunlith Wolfkin?
I selected Yes and a similar swirling light that had encompassed me in the cell coiled around Sun’s body. She tried to hide her fear as the sigils formed and floated through her skin. Her awed expression changed to one of terror and she whirled around on the spot. “What is this? What have you done to me?” her axes were a blur as she tried to cleave through nothing.
“What is it, Sun?” I blurted fearfully. “What can you see?”
“Runes. Shapes. Lights! Make them stop!”
“Sun, calm down. That’s just your own HUD.”
Realising the axes were useless, she slipped them into her belt and reached out at towards the bizarre glyphs marring her vision. “What is a HUD?” 
I watched as she tried to grasp the icons and boxes. “It gives you information. If it’s too much for you to take in, just think of it disappearing and it will.”
Her eyes darted back and forth, up and down as she tried it. The tension left her body and she sighed. “It’s gone.”
“Good.”
“You see the same thing?” she asked. “Is this a tool of your gods?”
“I do, and I guess it is, yeah.”
“It scared me. I thought I’d eaten the meat from a cave toad.”
“Cave toad? Oh, you mean you thought you were hallucinating?”
“Does that word mean seeing things that aren’t really there?”
“It does. We have mushrooms and toads in my world that give you strange visions. That’s why I was worried about the horses eating those funny looking toadstools earlier.”
“I see. This forest has no dangerous fungi. There are some purple berries you should avoid unless you want your eyes to bleed and rupture before your guts melt and leak from your backside.”
Gross. That sounded like a bad time for anyone. “I’ll steer clear of the purple berries.”
“Good idea,” she replied sarcastically. “Do I need to become accustomed to having this thing you call the HUD in my vision?”
“Not necessarily. I’ve made it less obvious so it kind of blends in now. You can do the same. Pull it back up, then think of it gradually fading like a… umm…” 
“Like the daylight at dusk?” she suggested.
“That’ll work.” I thought back to her strange glances at my uncanny navigational skills. “Oh, and the reason I found the water and knew which directions to take was the small map on the top right of the screen. It beats any parchment.”
She flinched as she recalled her display. 
“Remember,” I told her. “you can make it less visible with a thought.”
Her face twisted in concentration. “It worked! And I can see the map!”
“When we hit the trail again tomorrow, I’ll help guide you through it. I’m not sure if yours will be as interactive as mine.”
“There are words that I don’t understand making strange lights at me.”
“Wait. You can’t read?”
She folded her arms defensively. “I’ve never needed to.”
“I’ll make you a deal. You teach me to fight, and I’ll try and teach you to read. The only reason I say try is that I’ve never taught anyone how to read before. I’ve never taught anyone anything.” Honey’s ability to roll over and play dead notwithstanding. Marco had never mastered the trick.
Her embarrassment faded as her arms dropped. “I consider that a fair deal. This has been a momentous day, Mark, the earlier nonsense aside. I thank you from the bottom of my heart.”
“Don’t be too hasty. We’ve got to fight our way through thousands of orcs, goblins, and now the barbarians.”
“And the ogres,” she cautioned. “They’re slaves, yes, but still hardy warriors. Imagine someone of Edric’s stature, but twice as tall.”
I imagined it and didn’t like what I saw. “I think I’m in trouble.”
Sun laughed. “It’s still a momentous day.”
“I’m lucky to have you at my side, Sun. Now, where do we sleep again? Under the cover?”
“Wherever you want. The whole forest is our bed.”
I looked around for a suitable spot.
“You’ve never slept under the sky before, have you?”
“Do you consider glamping sleeping under the sky?” I asked. 
She rolled her eyes at me. “You’re a very strange man, Mark from England. Goodnight.” 
“Sleep well, Sun.”
She tucked a folded blanket against her saddle to use as a pillow. Within a minute she was snoring softly. I sat there for a while listening to the sounds of the awakening forest around me. Twigs cracked as unseen creatures either hunted or hid themselves away from the hunter. Without my prompting, the horses returned and stood nearby. I let the fire die down to glowing embers in the base of the pit before I took up a similar position to Sun against my own saddle. I expected my overwhelmed mind to keep me awake for hours. I was asleep in seconds.
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Chapter 33

Training. Kind Of…


It turned out that survivalist camping wasn’t for me. My aches had their own aches. I couldn’t straighten my neck for about fifteen minutes. I looked like a dog whose owner just said walkies, my head cocked to the side in a perpetually quizzical tilt. Sun kept laughing as she prepared breakfast. I’d offered, but my lopsided view of the world made walking near the fire a dangerous endeavour.  
“I’ll bet your people have straw bedding in every house,” she said as the herring sizzled.
“And then some,” I replied, vertebrae crunching as I rolled my neck.
“You’re too soft. We need to get you hard.”
I damn near put my back out as I burst out laughing.
“What?” she asked, unimpressed with my merriment.
“I’m sorry. I’ve got a very immature sense of humour.” I got hold of myself and continued. “You’re right, though. I doubt I’ll be seeing many straw beds and feather pillows for the foreseeable future. I’m sure my body will adapt.”
“You’re already very strong and shapely, which will help. If you were fat I wouldn’t have come with you.”
“That’s a bit judgemental,” I scolded.
“Fat people are prey. Like the thinkers. If you have an orc raiding party chasing you, it pays to be light on your feet. You’re no good to me if your face is bright red and you can’t draw a breath after two hundred paces.”
“Fair point. When does our training begin?” 
“After breakfast. One hour. Then we do the same after an early dinner.”
“So by the time we reach the cave I’ll have had two hours of training?”
“Three,” she replied. “Maybe.”
“I’m going to get us both killed.”
“Do you have any other tricks up those Godspawn sleeves?”
I nodded. “A few. This for one.” Picking a spot far away from the drinking horses, I called forth my rat swarm. They charged from their tunnels into the sparse light beneath the tree canopy and stood there sniffing the air. Without an enemy they were just a blanket of twitching fur.
Sun gasped. “I’ve seen some things in my time, but nothing like that.” A minute later they evaporated into blue smoke like a Smurf’s dry ice. “That could come in very handy, but what weapons do you plan to use? Your fists?”
She didn’t mean it in a derogatory way as she studied my hands for signs of battle.
“No,” I replied. “I’ve got this.”
The flail appeared and Sun backed away. “What is that thing?”
“My flail. It’s served me well so far.” I whirled the bare skull of the bandit leader, wondering where the orc head had gone. 
Sun raised a quivering finger. “That thing reeks of dark magic. I don’t feel… right. A pall is upon me.”
“It has an aura. It’s a magical weapon. Hey! I’ve got an idea! Can you select it?”
“What do you mean?”
“Concentrate on the flail. Try and think about bringing up the item description.”
Sun looked unsure, but leaned in and stared hard at it. “I’ve got it!” her hand waved in front of her face. “It’s there, but I can’t touch it. There are words in my vision.”
“When I’ve taught you to read, you’ll know what everything means. It’s called the Flail of the Rat Prince. It’s origin is a sad story that I’ll tell you later if you want.”
“How do I get rid of the words? It’s blocking my vision.” She tried looking every which way, but the display followed her eyeline.
“Just think it away. You’re in full control of the entire thing remember.”
She blinked a few times and broke out in a wide grin. “I think I’m getting the hang of this.”
“You’re going to be great. Shall we eat now before it burns too much?”
Sun glanced at the scorched meat and cursed herself. “I was so caught up in your magic I forgot all about it!”
“It’s fine,” I replied, taking a strip and gingerly biting the blackened fish. At least the char took away some of the salty flavour.
“I’m sorry. It won’t happen again.”
“Hey, don’t worry about it. It still tastes great.”
Sun raised an eyebrow.
“Ok, maybe it still tastes like a seagull took a shit in my mouth then set light to it, but it’s all good protein and healthy oils.”
“I think most of the oils are on the fire,” she replied, kicking the excavated dirt back into the holes to kill the flames. 
“Safety first. I like it. This way we don’t burn down the forest.”
“And unless you’re a skilled tracker, you won’t even see the pit we cooked in,” she added, scattering leaves over the area after stomping the soil down. “You’d only know someone had been here, not when.”
I thanked my lucky stars I had someone along for the ride who wasn’t just a failing arcade owner. I would need to find suitable companions in the other worlds too no doubt. That was a concern for later. Much later. 
Sun refilled her water bladder and used some of the liquid to wash the burned fish from her mouth. Turning to me she said, “Ready?”
“Let’s do this!”
We moved to a small clearing where the sun could break through. 
“Show me your fighting stance,” said Sun, walking around me.
I put my right foot forward and bent my legs slightly.
“Ok, good. So you’ve already mastered step one in not standing upright.” She kicked at my inner legs, moving them apart. “Spread your bodyweight to give a better grounding for your attacks. The problem is you’ve got a terrible magical weapon.”
I held Flaily close so he wouldn’t be hurt by her remark. “What’s wrong with it?”
“Uncontrollable momentum,” she declared. “We’ll find you a better weapon as soon as possible. One that doesn’t glow and make me feel ill.”
“I actually kind of like it.”
“Fine. Imagine you have an enemy stood right in front of you. I want you to hit them.”
“Now?”
“Now,” she agreed.
I wound up my swing and hit out at the air. As soon as I reached the outermost edge of the blow I could see exactly what she meant. The handle stayed put, but the skull kept moving until it cracked me in the arm. “Ow, ow, ow!” I moaned at my rapidly numbing limb.
“There’s not always going to be someone there to absorb what you throw out. May I?” she held out her hand and I passed over the flail. Sun wrinkled her nose in disgust as she took up her own stance. “You need to be moving with the direction of travel to absorb the energy if you miss. Like this.” Sun lifted the flail above her shoulders. “This is a high guard.”
I watched carefully. “Ok.”
She whipped the flail around in a devastating arc and deadened the momentum with a well-timed movement of the handle towards the skull. Swinging it in the other direction, she did the same thing. “The flail wants to keep going. You kill the motion by moving yourself towards where it wants to go. The chain… Sorry, the spine is no longer at full stretch and falls at your side. If you could shorten the length of the bones between the handle and head, it would be a little better. Less chance of clubbing yourself to death.” She handed it back over and wiped her hands. “Now you try. That will occupy you for the next hour.”
I did as Sun instructed. Now that I had been shown the obvious physicality of the flail, it was easier to control the swing. I still managed to crack myself a few times in the face, ribs, and arm, but by the end of the hour I was whirling up a storm, spinning like a ballerina.
“Don’t get cocky. The best form of attack is the simplest. If you show your back to an enemy, they’ll use it to skewer you.” 
“I still think it’s a good weapon.”
“Let’s do a quick test shall we?” Sun suggested, pointing. “You take that tree and I’ll take this one. I want you to hit the trunk three times. I’ll attack with my axes within the same time it takes you to score the blows. Understood?”
“Totally.” I readied my new high guard and waited for Sun to gather her axes.
“Now!” she snapped.
I swung as hard as I could, tearing a chunk out of the bark. Returning the skull to my shoulder, I finally understood the point perfectly. She sounded like an enraged woodpecker, hacking at the tree. Carrying on, I gamely beat on the trunk twice more. 
“Watch out!” she called as her entire tree started to list with a deafening, cracking noise. 
“We say timber,” I replied, moving to safety as the entire thing crashed to the forest floor. 
“Can you see my point now? I have very little wasted time between attacks.”
I looked down at the hunks of chopped tree at her feet and nodded. “Yeah. Can I have your axes?”
“You can have them if you beat me in a fight.”
“Can I use my spells?”
“No.”
“Then I’ll pass.”
“For now that’s probably a good idea.”
I retrieved my bow and quiver of arrows. “Can you shoot? I was going to do a bit of training with this too.”
Sun shook her head, sadly. “My father wanted me to, but I went straight for the axes. It became a bit of a contention between us that I refused to learn the bow. I was so pig-headed.”
“We all have regrets. I’m sorry to bring it up, but I’ll bet at the… you know… when it happened, I’ll bet he was super proud of you. Wherever he is now, I know he’ll be just as proud to see how brave you are.”
Sun turned away and walked into the woods. I was tempted to call out and apologise for tearing the plaster from the wound, but in the end I held my tongue. Pulling an arrow loose, I took a firm grip in the centre of the bow and held it up. The weight was as nothing. Slipping the nock onto the string, I flexed it a couple of times. What it lacked in bulk, it made up for in resistance. I’d watched the movie depictions of archers; weak, frail chaff only fit to be cut down by a flanking charge of horsemen. The effort I needed to apply was enough to have even my arms straining. I aimed for a nearby tree, sighted as best I could, then let go. Whatever I thought of my form, the arrow flying off on an unrelated trajectory and the welt rising on my forearm told a different story. The crack of the string as it whipped my skin brought Sun back from the shadows. 
“Are you done?” she asked with a teary smirk.
“Shut up. It was my first try.”
“And hopefully your last. I don’t want to get skewered.”
“Nor did whatever I hit over there,” I said, pointing into the gloom. I put the whole thing back into my pack and left the arrow unclaimed on the forest floor. “I’ll practice another time.” When I had someone to ask questions of, anyway.
“Let’s get moving. We’ve a lot of ground to cover today.” 
We packed away the camp in minutes and loaded the horses. I climbed atop Bolt and turned to my companion. “Sun?”
“What?”
“Thanks for coming with me. Thanks for training me, even if you don’t know how to shoot.”
“I have much honour to regain. This is my first step.”
“I’m still grateful,” I added.
“As am I. Now let’s ride.”
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Chapter 34

Why Didn’t I Think Of That?


The sun had peaked above us several hours ago and was now drifting towards the mountains to the west. We hadn’t pushed the horses too hard and during the times of gentle walking I began to teach Sun the letters of the alphabet with the aid of her HUD. Frustration had given way to anger. Anger to resignation. But as we ate our lunch on the saddles, something seemed to click for her. Resignation became cautious optimism. Cautious optimism finally gave way to understanding. By the time we were secreted well away from the trail for dinner, she was singing the old alphabetical ditty I was taught in school and could identify the letters I scraped in the mud with perfect accuracy.  
“I can’t believe I can read now!” she exclaimed. 
“Let’s not get ahead of ourselves,” I cautioned. “You know the letters that make up the words. The words themselves are a different matter. You’re doing amazingly well though. Truly.”
I insisted on making myself useful with the fire and dinner. Sun had been reluctant until I urged her to start drawing the alphabet while I watched. Her demeanour when training with me was one of contained, hungry excitement. She enjoyed battle, that much was plain. This hardened shell changed to a childlike wonder as she recreated the letters from memory, laughing as I confirmed each one in turn. 
During the course of less than forty-eight hours, we had gelled into friends. Both of us had something the other wanted, and each was only too happy to provide it. My after dinner workout was intense, but I learned how to slip backward and forward while attacking. I was no medieval knight, but I was no longer a complete novice either. The rate at which I was picking it up was more than a natural affinity for combat. It was something to do with the game. A subtle boost to cut down on the wasted time of endless repetition. I was getting a true feel for the movements of my body and the motion of the weapon. Sun looked at me with the same pride while I swung the flail as I had while she scuffed the mud with the stick.
“These lessons will translate well when we find you a proper weapon,” Sun assured me.
“If you say so,” I replied sourly. I still liked my flail and I knew exactly why, because I had the same weakness while gaming. I would become so excited to see the glowing orange colour of a new weapon and the rarity that it represented that I’d use it for hours without thinking of the practicality. The boss could drop me a legendary spatula and I’d merrily slap the shit out of the enemies with it. My perfectly viable epic long sword would remain in my inventory as I died a hundred times to trash mobs who laughed off my pathetic, culinary attacks. I would then piss and moan and re-equip the sword while leaving the Spatula of Doom to gather dust. In this game, I couldn’t afford to die a hundred times clinging on to something that was shiny but useless. 
Night stole any chance I had of continuing my training, so I settled by the firepit. “Sun, we could start doing basic words if you want. We call it phonics.”
She ignored my question and I noticed her looking off into space. “I’ve noticed something, Mark. It’s up to you whether we use it to our advantage.”
“I’m listening.”
“I’ve played around with the map on my screen. I can make it bigger or smaller.”
“I was going to explain that to you at some point,” I replied. “What of it?”
“If I’m correct, which I am, we could be at the caves by the time the moon peaks. We can either attack or use the darkness to see how the land lies. When going up against a group, good information is key to success.”
My full stomach started to churn a little. I’d sworn retribution against the greenskins and, to my surprise, felt little compunction when putting them down. The people we were going against were real humans. I doubted my detachment would endure when I was crushing the bones of men that looked just like me; who begged, and screamed, and bled like me. My thoughts turned to my dogs and the days I was losing being in this world. The ever-present panic was like a smaller version of Ratty, trapped in my mind, slowly gnawing at my resolve. With the tasks before me, it wasn’t out of the question I’d be away for months, if not years before the aliens gave their assent to our continuance. Or our extermination, whichever way they went.
“Did I say something wrong? You look troubled.”
“I’ve got friends back in my world. Every minute I spend here I’m losing time with them.” I had a recurring image of a small wooden crosses in my tiny back yard with the words Honey and Marco etched in the grain. It was crippling.
“Then you know what we have to do?” she replied.
“Rush into danger and certain death?”
“It’ll save time, certainly.”
“Ok, but before we go, I want to try something. Like the torches, I’ve got a stack of goods in my invisible pack. I’m going to try and give you some of my healing potions.”
“Healing…?”
I thought about the transfer as Sun was questioning my meaning. She flinched again, still unused to the bizarre interface I’d forced upon her. “I’ve given you ten. Can you see them?”
“I can only see my strange window.”
“Click on your inventory. Spelled like this.” I drew the letters in the mud by the scant light of the fire.
“I can see them! What do they do?”
“When you’re injured you can use them to heal yourself. It says potion, but you don’t need to drink it for the effects to work. Can you also see a row of ten small boxes like this?” I scrubbed the letters out and drew the horizontal pattern.
“I see it.”
“I want you to move the potions to the first box.”
Sun reached out at the air as if she could pluck them from the display. One appeared in her hand and she dropped it in shock. The soft leaf mulch prevented any damage to the glass bottle. “Oh. Sorry.”
“Don’t be. This is good practice. Before we try again, I want you to collect the bottle without touching it. Just think it into your own pack.”
She focused intently on the potion and it disappeared. “I did it!”
“Now, think the rest of them into the first box.”
Her eye twitched. “Yes! They’re in there.”
“Perfect. Now if you get hurt, just think about taking one and you’re golden. You don’t need to physically drink it for it to work.”
Sun pondered my words. “How does it work? Is it like a bottle of strong alcohol?”
“No. This doesn’t just numb the pain, Sun. This literally heals your wounds while you watch. The effect is that quick.”
Her life since meeting me was one hammer blow of astonishment after another. She looked uncertain of this one, despite the impossibilities I’d already shown her. Imagine my surprise when she pulled out an axe and ran the blade across the ball of her thumb. 
“What are you doing?” I blurted.
“Trying one,” she replied as if I was three oxen shy of a herd. Staring at the deep cut, she marvelled as the flesh joined itself back together. Poking at the site of the wound, Sun was awestruck. “How?”
“Godspawn, remember?” I replied.
“When we get back to Pitchhollow, we’re definitely having drinks at the inn and you can tell me the story of how this all came to be. Until then…” She began to stalk the horses who were stood knee deep in the small pond that had formed nearby.
“What are you doing?”
“Nothing,” she replied, the lie evident in her tone.
“Sun?”
She waded into the water, walked up to her horse, and reached out. The chestnut steed vanished. Small geysers of water splashed as the empty space where Duke’s legs had been suddenly refilled. 
“What the shit!” I cried, stumbling over my own feet to get to the pond.
“Interesting,” Sun said as if the event was nothing out of the ordinary. 
Bolt snorted as he looked for his missing friend. Sun trudged through the sloppy mud beneath her feet and reached out to him. In the blink of an eye, all that remained of my horse were four gently settling rings rippling across the water. 
“What have you done?”
“I think I’ve put our horses into those boxes too. Let me try and get them back.”
They appeared out of nowhere, none the worse for wear. Bolt looked at Duke briefly before splashing around in the pond again. 
Sun turned to me and I didn’t like the look of mischief on her face one little bit. “Wait!” I snapped, only to see her face drop.
“It doesn’t work. I can’t put you in my pack.”
“I can’t believe you tried!”
“What’s the point of having gifts if you don’t try to use them?”
Her words rang true. I was guilty of ignoring most of what I’d been given. It took me a ridiculous amount of time to even pick a class for god’s sake. “Can I try doing it with you?”
“Of course,” she replied, bracing herself. “I’m ready.”
I selected her but all that was available was her character tab and the ability to transfer goods between us. I noticed one thing and I needed to know if it was reciprocated. “Sun, can you access the stuff in my pack?”
She looked hard at me then shook her head. “No. I can see the items that are in your bar, but your in word doesn’t work when I think about it.”
“Inventory.” 
“Yes. Inventory.”
Well that answered my question. I felt like a shit but I tried to open hers. I had full access. “Sun, I can take stuff from you. I won’t, but I can. I just wanted to let you know.”
“Thank you for your honesty. If you take my axes without fighting me I’ll punch you in the danglies.”
“Danglies?”
“Your man bits.”
“I’d rather you didn’t.”
“Then don’t steal my axes.”
I put my hand on my heart. “I promise I won’t. Now I don’t want to seem crazy, but would it be best if we… erm… packed the horses for the journey? It’ll be easier if we’re on foot through the dark rather than trying to have them walk all over the roots.”
“It’s not crazy at all. They will be perfectly safe.”
I had one small spanner to throw in those works. “What if we die?”
“I don’t die easily. I’ll release them if I’m going to fall.”
That seemed like a reasonable measure to take in the event of our failure. “Cool. Shall we go?”
She plucked the horses from the water once again and nodded. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 35

Uncovering The Truth


True to Sun’s predictions, our lunar guide was at its zenith as we neared the quest marker. My weak, city dwelling eyes lapped up every scant ray that reflected from the ghostly moon to light our way.  
“They don’t seem to worry about their own fires,” I whispered to Sun as the yellow glow appeared through the treeline. 
“They know they’re safe. As soon as they sniff danger, they’ll be harder to root out than a Skradbren tick.”
“A what?”
“A Skradbren tick. Nasty little things. They climb into your ear, stick their claws into the meat, then a tiny siphon starts to eat your brain.”
“Holy shit!” I gasped.
“You have to get them quick or you’re done for. Once that syphon is in your head, they release a toxin if threatened.”
My whole body was alive with the feeling of a thousand little legs crawling on my skin. “How do you get them out?”
“You cut them out like our firepit in the mud.”
“Huh?”
“Firstly you dig beneath the ear, like the breather hole. Then you stick a blade up through the gristle inside the ear to block the siphon. That’s the easy bit.”
Even in the white luminescence of the moon I swear I paled further.
“Then you cut the whole area out like our bigger fire hole. Everything goes, the ear, part of the jaw, a section of skull.”
My legs felt like jelly. “And people survive this?”
“Some do. Most don’t. It’s either cut it out and possibly live, or leave it in and die for certain.”
My feeling of being crawled over was joined by the feeling of a thousand insect eyes staring at my pretty ear holes while licking their lips. Or mandibles. Whatever. “Are there any around here?” 
“They’re called the Skradbren tick,” she replied as if the answer was so obvious it was punching me in the face.
I held my hands palms up. “Is that supposed to mean something to me?”
“Sorry, I forget you’re not a native. The name comes from the area of my homeland where they thrive.”
“How do your people put up with that? I wouldn’t be able to sleep.”
“As long as you wear the special helmets while working in the long grass you’re fine. Some fools get drunk and stagger into danger. They deserve the ear ticks if you ask me.”
“I’ve changed my mind. My offer of help doesn’t extend to Skradbren. I’m telling you this now so there’s no confusion when we hit the town limits and I sit my arse down. Whoever you need to kill can come and fight us away from the ticks.”
Sun chuckled quietly. “For someone who took on two orc raiding parties and a warg pack, you’re awfully squeamish about bugs.”
“Don’t even say the word,” I replied with a shudder. “What’s the next move?”
“We get closer and see what’s happening,” she replied, crouching low. 
I followed her well placed footsteps that didn’t bring with them a snap of a twig or the crunch of leaves. It was as if she walked on the very air itself. We found a dense thicket of thorny bushes and stared out between the tightly packed leaves. A pair of fires were blazing in the clearing. One was being used to prepare a meal, the blackened cookpot hanging from a set of tightly bound branches that formed a triangular frame over the fire. The second was for heat and light, not that the evening called for it; the temperature was positively balmy. One man stirred the food, while four more drank and laughed around the dancing flames. They were still clad in their armour from the battle of Whitespear, but it was in a worsening state of repair. Rust had begun to taint the steel plates with flecks of orange. Some of the armour was dented or cleaved from fighting. Apart from superficial wounds, none of the men looked to be in a very bad way physically. I’ll admit I was hoping for a bunch of heavily injured troops that would be overjoyed to see us and beg our aid. These guys looked like they were still ready for a brawl. 
I nudged Sun. “What do you think?”
“I’m not sure,” she whispered. “I see no clues as to their nature. They look like… well, soldiers.”
I checked the minimap and their icons were yellow indicating they were currently neutral. My fog of war cut off a short distance inside the cave system at their backs, but I could see at least two more life-signs glowing within. 
“I guess we just lie low until we can make a plan,” I whispered. “If they go inside, I could always try to sneak in and see what they’re up to in there.”
“Or you can go and talk to them.”
“I… what? Are you serious?”
“Gods, send me an ear tick,” she muttered. “Of course I wasn’t serious.”
“We need to work on our communication,” I replied. “My sarco-meter is broken at the moment.”
“Your what?”
“Never mind. My point is I’m taking your lead here.”
“We’ll just lie low for a while. We can listen to them brag as they get more drunk. Ale has a way of loosening lips in ways torture doesn’t.”
“I told you torture was useless! You should’ve just given me some strawberry daiquiris and I’d have told you everything.”
“What’s a strawberry daiquiri?”
“I have no idea. I heard it in a film once. It’s a type of alcohol.”
“Ahh,” she replied, returning to her vigil. Her hand shot out and clamped around the back of my neck. “Look!” she hissed.
Any question of their chances at redemption disappeared as a procession of three bound women were dragged from the treeline across the clearing. They were all filthy, their clothes torn by the unforgiving journey. A string of nooses hung from one to the next to make sure they all stayed in line. The soldier guiding them yanked on it and laughed. I noticed they were hardly even women. If any of them were over sixteen I’d have been surprised. Their bloodied, shoeless feet left wet patches in the dirt as they hobbled after the captor in agony. The fireside soldiers whistled appreciatively and one tossed the contents of his ale mug at the cowering victims. The soldier dragged the terrified girls roughly into the cave system where their icons slowly vanished into the fog of war.
I could feel my teeth grinding so hard my jaw ached. “They’re dead men.”
Sun smiled in the shadows at my side. “I was right about you.”
“About me getting you killed? Probably.” 
Every inch of me was aching to maim. In my own world I’d often done what most people did when they saw abuse and violence; I tried to pretend it wasn’t happening. Who could honestly say they haven’t witnessed an argument between partners where the woman shrunk away from a raised fist. Or the old gent being abused by a gang of youths who pushed and mocked. Or a person in my predicament outside the pub, having the shit kicked out of them by a group of thugs. We all turn away because we don’t want their attention. We pray that their viciousness would be sated and we could go about our own day unhindered. Forget the fact that the woman would likely get beaten far worse at home. That the old guy would one day have his stick kicked out from under his frail arm and he would break a bone on the pavement. Or the unlucky punter being used as a football would suffer a bleed on the brain and be a vegetable or worse. 
No more. 
My own beating while I worked the doors had been bad. 
The agony that I’d endured in the tutorial had been soul cleansing, like a baptism of fire. Only death was worse, and I wouldn’t know about it anyway. My only fear now was the cost I had no control over. I tensed, ready for the fight.
“Wait,” whispered Sun, holding me down. “I’ve got an idea. There’s nothing we can do about the men inside the cave, but the ones outside?”
“I’m listening,” I replied. 
“I’m going to provide a distraction. When I show myself, sneak out into the clearing. Wait until they are right on top of me before you act.”
“Ok. Be careful.”
Sun disappeared like a wraith into the darkness. I equipped my flail and waited, checking out our enemies.
Name – Dawnstar Deserter (Lvl 5) (Drunk)
Description – Soldiers who have relinquished their vows to honour. Skulking in the wilderness, hoping to evade the search parties and their just punishments.
Weakness – Poison. Elemental.
Immunities – None
They hadn’t been doing much skulking if the newly arrived girls and the loot scattered all over the ground was anything to go by. These bastards had taken full advantage of the distraction posed by the Gutrender forces. My suspicion was that they were in league with the greenskins, otherwise they would be far more cautious in making their presence known with the light and noise.
“Ho, travellers!” Sun called from across the clearing. She stepped out from the trees, her hands raised. “Might I share your fire and food? I have coin to pay.”
The soldiers leapt to their feet, swords in hand. They might’ve been wasted, but they were still a threat. Their eyes scanned the undergrowth for more people as they converged on her. I waited impatiently for them to focus their full attention on Sun. 
“What are you doing out here, barbarian bitch?” snapped the leader.
“That’s no way to speak to a weary hunter who only seeks company and a full belly.”
“Oh, we’ll fill your belly alright. Don’t you worry about that.”
The soldiers all chuckled as they surrounded her. 
“Where are your weapons if you’re a hunter?” demanded the man.
“In the forest a ways back. It’s not polite to approach armed men while carrying my bow. Especially when all I want is to be a friend. I can go and get them now that we’ve been introduced?” Sun dropped her hands and made to walk back into the trees. 
“Ah, ah, ah,” warned the leader, holding a blade to her throat. “You’ve got us to keep you safe now. There’s no need for bows and arrows. All we ask is that you pay for our protection.”
Sun was playing it as dumb as a bunch of rocks and withdrew her coin purse. Her attempt to walk away had the effect of turning the men’s backs to the fire and I took my chance. The men were all laughing darkly as she ferreted in the leather pouch for some coppers. Their numbers and weapons had given them an undue sense of superiority. Sun must’ve seen me coming but gave no outward sign as I neared. Making a show of ‘accidentally’ dropping her money, the men were distracted, bending down to retrieve the coins. I took the final five paces and wound up my arm. 
“Now!” Sun spat, summoning her axes. 
I whirled my flail overhead, catching one of the crouching soldiers in the spine. Bones crunched and he crashed face first into the dirt. Sun swung her arms in a wide arc, catching two of the men in the neck. Not quite decapitated, they collapsed to the ground, blood spraying from the horrific wounds. The chef was the least drunk of the five and made a break for the cave. Sun’s eyes blazed to life and Bolt appeared directly in his path. Slamming into my horse’s rear end, the man stopped dead. Bolt whinnied and kicked, sending him flying back towards us with crushed ribs. The leader was running drunkenly for the safety of the forest, gibbering about forgiveness. Whipping her arm back, Sun let fly with one of her axes. The crimson coated blade buried itself in his back with a wet thud. He staggered forward a few steps coughing up blood, then collapsed in a heap. 
“Finish them off,” Sun whispered, moving to the cave mouth. 
I’d kept a wary eye on the two figures on the minimap. Neither was moving to investigate the noises from outside, so they were probably asleep or unconscious from drink. I surveyed the pitiable figures in the dust. They were murdering rapists, but I still hesitated as I looked down on the men. I imagined their parents. Their siblings. Their wives and children. Then the image of the noosed girls smashed through the façade I was building. What about their parents and siblings? 
The lull in battle gave me time to think. Fishing out my coward’s dagger, I coated the blade in spider sac venom. I finished the man I’d crippled with a single strike to the back of his neck and moved on to the soldier who writhed on the ground, clutching his ruined chest. 
“How many of you are in there?” I demanded, kneeling at his side.
“An… army…” he choked. Trying to laugh, his breathing was a wet gurgle.
The fact his pained face held no remorse made my job far easier. I slipped the blade between his ribs, piercing the heart before the debuff could activate. My weapon augmentation skill pinged in my mind. 
“Help me move the bodies!” Sun urged as she returned. “We still have the element of surprise.”
Our strength was amplified by our stat points and we each dragged two corpses into the trees. I moved the fifth while Sun calmed the unhappy Bolt who was still a little skittish from the impact. Rubbing his neck to sooth him, Sun then slipped him into her pack. Together we scuffed at the dusty soil to cover up the spilled blood. It was unlikely any of the soldiers were still abroad in the night, but it paid to be cautious. I looked at our effort. It wasn’t perfect, simply passable, especially with all the wet patches from spilled ale. 
“What now?” I asked.
“We kill the fires and think,” she replied, nodding at the nearby barrels.
Ale sloshed from the tapped holes into our mugs. Drenching the wood and glowing embers, we were rewarded with a crackling hiss. Heady, fragrant smoke plumed in the night as we banished the light completely. 
We’d been blessed with an unwary, drunken foe for the first attack. As soon as we set foot in the tunnels we were in their world. The traps alone would mean we had to move with excessive caution. 
I joined Sun at the cave mouth as she listened. “Anything?”
She shook her head.
“I vote we move straight in. There’s no telling what those bastards are doing to the girls.”
“It’s probably too late, but I’ll follow your lead this time.”
“Have faith, Sun. The good guys are here!” I exclaimed. The hidden bodies nearby wiped away the stupid grin I was wearing. I was a killer now. A murderer. “Let’s move.”
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Chapter 36

Spelunking


A faint glow came from within the tunnel. Fires were burning, but none of the smoke made its way to the entrance. Most likely it was drawn through fissures or other ventilation within the cracked rock itself. I took each step with care, scanning fully in front of myself at all times down to the tiniest nook. I’d seen enough  Indiana Jones to know the traps were often sneakily hidden and the last thing I needed was a bloody great ball of rock chasing me out of the tunnel system. 
Sun tapped me on the shoulder and pointed to a fork in the passage. “Room,” she whispered right by my ear. “Two soldiers.”
I nodded. They were the signatures that I’d seen while outside. Moving towards the room, I peeked around the corner. The men were out for the count on their blankets. The toppled, empty wine bottles confirmed the reason for the Unconscious status effect. A fat, solitary candle sputtered in a crevice on the wall. 
“Shall we leave them?” I whispered.
Sun pushed me inside with gentle insistence, answering the question. I took her cue and stood over one of the comatose soldiers. At her command, we both struck, killing the sleeping figures. My gut twisted as Sun’s victim’s brains leaked everywhere. At least my thrust had been relatively clean as the poison soaked dagger pierced the skull. There was no honour in slaying people who were unable to fight back. I steeled myself against the guilt with the faces of the girls, knowing the men before us would have brutalised them and killed me without a qualm. Leaving the corpses where they lay, we headed back out into the main cave. With the bodies piling up, I would have much to loot once this mission was over. 
Sun was content to hang on my shoulder, watching for movement on the unfolding minimap. I wasn’t going to make a fuss about the sneaky advantage it gave to us over our enemy. I just hoped the aliens weren’t aware of it and wouldn’t snatch it away just when we needed it the most. There was nothing worse than a nerf when you’d grown used to the glitch.
“Wait!” I whispered. A thin, almost invisible thread was stretched across the floor at ankle height. I followed its trail down the passage to a dark nook at the turn ahead. Sun made to step over it until I held her back.
She glowered at me. “What?”
I knelt down and reached over the thread. The layer of dirt was just too neat, especially as people had walked this way only recently. I rubbed my hand gently over it, revealing a thin layer of cloth laid atop a cross section of branches. Pulling on a corner of the buried fabric, I yanked the whole sheet away revealing a six foot deep pit with wickedly pointed spikes at the bottom. Some of the timbers were darkly stained from previous victims. 
“Thanks,” whispered Sun, stepping around the side of the pit. 
“My pleasure. Just call me Indy.”
“Why would I do that? Your name’s Mark.”
“Never mind.”
The thread was joined to the trigger of a primed crossbow. I yanked the quarrel and snapped it in two. The whole place seemed a health and safety nightmare, especially when they were all drinking. Chances are I could’ve let them get bladdered and they would all eventually fall to their own traps. We didn’t have the luxury of time, though, as the screams of the girls echoed up from far below. 
We came to the next room and the relatively smooth wall of the passage opened up into a jagged, fissured mess. Stalactites hung from the cracked ceiling. A small fire crackled in the middle to give light to the two tunnels leading from the hollow chamber. Burned bones hung from the same type of cord that was used to boobytrap the crossbow behind us. Skulls, ribcages, all manner of vile body parts swung gently in the draughts. 
“Look,” whispered Sun, pointing. “Footprints.”
I followed their snaking trail across the room. They didn’t just take a neat, obvious line, indicating there was a purpose to their placement. 
“Shall we mimic them?” she asked. 
There was something tingling in the back of my mind. The whole thing just seemed… off. After their ploy with the hidden stakes, the neat trail looked like it had been left there on purpose. 
“Let me check something first.” 
I ran outside and returned with one of the rusty longswords. Turning the blade sharp edge to the ground, I raked it back and forth at arm’s length in the dust. When I’d reached the limit of my reach with the weapon from the mouth of the small chamber, I shuffled forward and continued my search. Sure enough, near the edge of the fire, I found the first trigger plate. I carefully scooped the muddy dust away and found the tensed thread buried beneath.
“It goes to those,” said Sun, tilting my head to the ceiling. Tucked up out of view were two ceramic pots attached out of sight to sections of rock above me like pendulums. The twine I held was attached to their anchors. One nudge on the plate and it would’ve severed the fixing, causing them to swing down violently. I’d have been a little more worried about a bloody great scythe from a Hammer Horror movie than the seemingly innocuous pots. 
“Let’s get them down,” I said, checking the floor between the trapped path and the walls. There was only the single trigger, and we collected the containers. The pungent stink of oil emanated from the rim of the pots and their purpose became clear. An unwary attacker would stumble on the plate and cut the threads. The two containers would swing down, smash to pieces against each other, and drench the party in oil. The helpful little beacon fire was actually the ignition source. I thanked God that I wasn’t currently doing an impression of a human torch; screaming from scorched lungs while I blundered blindly against the walls until the fire became too much to bear.
We made it safely through with two additions to my inventory. 
Item – Jar of Oil (common) 
Type – Weapon/Craftable
Description – A jar brimming with flammable oil. Considering oil was incredibly valuable in the time period you’re located, you’d be better off selling this than incinerating your enemies… Only joking. I love the smell of napalm in the morning!
User Requirements – Strength 1
Effect – Douses the area in a flammable liquid. Keep away from naked flames. Unless you want to napalm them sumbitches.
Misc - None
“You’re good at this,” Sun whispered. 
“I’ve played a lot of videogames,” I replied.
The continuing passage shifted all over the place, leaving us unsure of which way was up or down. As we travelled deeper, the traps became more basic, as if the deserters were more interested in drinking and raping than guarding their home. Spiked maces were tied to the ceiling in a similar fashion to the oil. A small number of pits, far shallower than the one near the entrance, were set in the floor. The rock prevented any deeper excavation, but the little fangs would sure as shit mess up our feet and lower legs. 
Deep voices and terrified pleading came from the corner ahead. Our minimaps picked out fourteen signatures waiting for us, all yellow. I had to assume the girls were also within that count, which left us eleven enemies to deal with. My maths hadn’t been great when forecasting my business income, but even a dunce like me knew the odds were heavily stacked against us. 
“Wait!” Sun whispered, holding me back.
“What?”
“Are you ready for what you might have to do?” she asked.
“Haven’t I already proved I am?” I replied, the leaking, broken skull flashing through my mind. 
Her next question uncovered the reason for her nervous tone. “You know they’ll use the girls to protect themselves. You might have to… hurt them. To save yourself.”
“I don’t know if I can,” I answered honestly. Of course the cowards would use their victims as human shields. Why hadn’t it occurred to me? Because it’s so abhorrent, your mind doesn’t think like that. Well I would need to start thinking like that, and fast. The creatures I was facing in the coming worlds were far worse than the pissed-up rabble hiding in the cavern system. In one of them the demons were harvesting souls for god’s sake. After the trouble I went through to save Astrid, did I really have it in me to endanger three innocents, even if it was for the greater good? 
“You can do this,” said Sun, with a belief I sincerely doubted. “All you need to know is that they are dead anyway. If you can save any of them, that’s a sign from the gods that they are favoured. Your hands are clean, no matter what the outcome.”
“It’s easy to say when it’s not my life on the line.”
My forward momentum had hit a brick wall so I took the time to check the annoying glow on my achievements tab.
Achievement Unlocked – Spelunker Extraordinaire
Description – Reach the inner sanctum of the deserter cave without triggering any of the traps. Not even Indy can boast such a feat! Your steadfast application of observational prowess has unlocked the ability to see where others can’t.
Reward – Perk – Night Eyes (Lvl 1) 
“Cool!” I whispered. 
“What?”
“I think I can see in the dark now.” The light from the guide fires thwarted my attempts to try it out.
“That’s impossible. Are you ready?”
“Not really,” I replied. Like a mother bird pushing her fledgling from the nest, Sun urged me on with a gentle nudge. The minutes ahead would determine if I would fly majestically or smash into the ground like a hapless, cartoon coyote. My efforts wouldn’t be rewarded with a cheerful meep-meep as my antagonist escaped, but rather a deluge of blood and pain. 
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Chapter 37

The Ignoble Captain


As we approached what I deemed to be the  boss cave, another quest popped into my log.
Quest – Save the Children (Optional)
Description – The victims of the deserter soldiers have been through enough. Save their lives as well as their womanly innocence and earn the adulation of the Pitchhollow Garrison
Reward - + 40 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
+ 10 Realm points
The frenzy from within the chamber ahead was reaching a peak. Sadistic, guttural voices teased the terrified, wailing children. 
“I’ve got a new quest,” I explained to Sun. “One that means we have to go in hard and fast.”
“I’m right behind you,” she replied. I could hear the creak of tightly gripped leather hilts as she readied her weapons.
“Fuck it. You only live once.”
Staying low, I charged forward, screaming Leroy Jenkins in my head. The passage opened up into the massive cave and I noted the spread of the soldiers and the girls immediately. Five were warming themselves by a fire to my right, five more were tearing the clothes from the girls, and their commander was sat in a thronelike rock formation. As their leader gaped at me bug eyed, I summoned one of the pots of oil and pelted it at the fangs of rock hanging from the ceiling above the fire. The ceramic shattered, spraying the whole area in flammable liquid that ignited the moment it hit the flames. Four of the men screamed as they blazed to life like roman candles. The fifth managed to launch himself away from the heat, but not before it singed most of his hair away. 
All but one of their life signatures were now a deep crimson, blinking out one by one.
“The girls!” I snapped, making a beeline for the thrashing bodies as the whole cavern lit up like a summer’s day from my attack. 
The men were so intent on their rape that I was on them before they even noticed they were in a fight. The fattest soldier who was already nearing penetration got the full measure of my wrath as I lashed out with the flail. My blow was so devastating it took his head clean off, sending the decapitated body tumbling into two of the onlookers. Sun flashed past me, hacking at the knocked over soldiers. Every blow made my vision flash with crit as their heads came apart. The remaining rapists were backing away, the innocent girls clutched firmly around the neck. 
The element of surprise was gone. It was now going to be a straight up hack fest, four against two. Well, three and a half when I took into account the steaming, burned face of the soldier who’d escaped my torching. Sun was helping the third girl to stand and get behind us. I desperately wanted to use my summons, but I didn’t know how they would react with the enemies being so close to the non-combatants. 
The leader stood up from his seat and collected his weapons; a large shield and a spear. His shocked expression was gone and he now regarded us with amusement. 
Name – Captain Eadred Payne (Lvl 7) (Boss)
Description – Once the chief trainer of the Dawnstar Spear Infantry, Eadred has fallen to the level of a common brigand. Bring back his head to show what happens to traitors!
Weakness – Poison. Elemental.
Immunities - None
Another quest appeared and I checked it for a split second. 
Quest – Take a Deserter Captive (Optional)
Description – By taking a prisoner, the information that could be extracted would be invaluable to the war effort. Another plus is that it won’t be you facing the toe masher this time! Yay!
Reward - + 20 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
Fog of war reveal (Orc encampments/Movements)
I wasn’t sure if we’d even have the opportunity to take a prisoner considering we’d just killed their whole group. How keen would they be to avenge their fallen as opposed to saving their own skin? Time would tell. The promise of uncovering the location of the approaching orcs was such a tempting boon I vowed to at least try. 
“I must commend you for your bravery, strangers. The marshal sent a whole regiment against me and all they received were corpses in return,” said Eadred. “Your skill is a welcome change.”
I completely ignored him and turned my attention to the three soldiers. Their eyes kept shifting to the bloodied skull hanging at my side. The aura was working perfectly if their nervous shuffling was anything to go by. “I’ll give you men one chance to let the girls go. If you do that, I’ll promise you a fair trial back at the garrison. Your captain will die here today, but you may yet live on.”
Eadred roared with laughter. “A fair trial? Under Marshal Balchester? They would do better to feed themselves to the flames.”
I refused to meet the man’s eyes. “Make your choice now. I’ve been given assurances from the marshal. Wouldn’t you like to see your family, if only for one last time? Your wives? Your children?”
The two soldiers broke. “T’was the capn’s idea. We was just followin’ orders.” 
They had already shuffled sideways, putting distance between themselves and the superior, but it wasn’t enough. With a growl of rage, Eadred lunged with his spear, catching the nearest soldier in the throat with a precise thrust. “Bloody traitors!” He yanked the weapon free and blood gushed from the twin puncture wounds, soaking the terror stricken child in his dying grip.
Sun moved like quicksilver, grabbing the two girls in the split second of shock that followed. Throwing the remaining soldier behind us, she ignored his rambling efforts to excuse his behaviour.
“Watch him,” I said over my shoulder. “I’ve got these two.”
“Got us?” Eadred snarled. “You arrogant upstart. I’ll show you what you’ve got!”
He darted forward and jabbed at me with the spear. I just managed to duck out of the way, feeling the steel brush my hair as it passed over my head. Pulling it back, Eadred turned the motion into a full sweep. I dropped into a push up position as the shaft thrummed through the air above me. Tucking my legs, I jumped back to my feet and scurried backwards a few paces. 
“Not bad,” said Eadred.
His blister faced companion turned to the captain and grunted agreement. I rewarded his momentary distraction with a torch to the head. The blazing wick slammed into the already burned face, dropping his health into the final slivers of red. Screaming in pain, he retreated towards the back of the cavern. Sun moved to join the fray but I stilled her with a nod to the girls. I didn’t want any surprises from the surrendered soldier if he saw the tide of battle change and opted for another change of heart. Reluctantly, she backed away and maintained a close eye on him. 
“Looks like it’s just the two of us,” I said, swinging my flail playfully.
Eadred circled me. “That was an interesting trick with the torch. Are you a sorcerer? One of Dawnstar’s mages that I haven’t seen before?”
“I’m no one’s man. I’m just here to help crush the greenskins and restore peace to the land.”
Eadred laughed again. “Is that all? Well by the look of you you’ll have the measure of anything Gutrender can send at you. Trolls, wargs, everything.”
“I’ve already killed two orc raiding parties and a warg scout pack. I’ll get to their bosses soon enough.”
Eadred’s self-assuredness faltered for a moment. “Impossible. A whelp like you?”
“Want to meet one of them?” I gave a command and the bare skull hanging at my side changed to Snaglak’s fearsome head. The purple aura lent the ghastly visage an even more terrifying aspect.
“Parlour tricks to fool the weak-minded,” Eadred grumbled. Hefting the huge shield across his chest, he positioned the spear on the curved, golden crown. 
Sun wanted to attack his rear, but I held her off again. This was a fight I needed to fight on my own, and that included not using my rodent minions. They were a crutch I was beginning to rely on too heavily. With the cooldown being as long as it was, there would come a time an enemy would yank away that crutch and beat me over the head with it. 
Eadred shuffled forward, glaring at me from the safety of his defences. I knew what was coming as soon as he got within range. His eyes widened a fraction of a second before he thrust at me. As I dodged the attack, I realised it was a tell I could use. He matched me pace for pace while I moved around the room. The burned soldier was cradling his face behind the rocky throne. I pelted him with a few more torches to ward off any thoughts of a return to battle. In his already debilitated state, the impacts were enough to finish him off completely and he collapsed to the ground, dead. I tossed a few at Eadred, but the shield was an impenetrable barrier. 
“It’s a shame you weren’t for hire,” he said, kicking aside the ineffectual brands at his feet. “We could’ve been quite the team.”
“Selling my soul to Gutrender?” I sneered. “I’m not a coward like you and your men.”
He glowered pure poison at me. “You weren’t there, boy. You didn’t see their army as it crushed us. Nothing can stand in the way of what’s coming, least of all a foreigner and his barbarian whore.”
Eadred’s eyes flashed again and I sidestepped the telegraphed blow. Charging forward, I slammed my shoulder into the shield, knocking him off balance. I chanced a swing at his lower legs which was the only available target. The vertebrae tangled around the iron boots and I pulled with everything I had. Eadred crashed to the ground and kicked his legs free of my weapon. Even though one arm was trapped by the shield, his spear was free and it whipped out. The wooden shaft cracked into my temple, sending me reeling backwards with its own red crit. Shaking my ringing head to clear the stars flickering in my vision, I knew I needed to get a proper helmet at the earliest opportunity. 
Eadred tossed the shield aside and jumped to his feet. Unencumbered by the thick plate of metal, he was far more deadly. The spear became a blur as he whirled it kung-fu fashion. “I’m going to enjoy gutting you, boy.”
The urge to summon my rat swarm was almost overwhelming. I was facing a man who was born in combat. The lengthy weapon seemed to be an extension of his body, rather than an accessory. My own flail still felt unwieldy in my hands as I swung it around and around. 
“You can do it,” I heard Sun whisper behind me.
Eadred sensed my fear and lunged at me. As impressive as his acrobatic display was, he still needed the brief pause before jabbing and I dodged once again. We danced that way for a minute while I tried to figure out a way inside his whirling spear. If I hadn’t been blessed with the increased agility of my skills, there was no doubt in my mind I’d have already fallen.
Sun was lounging against the wall, the soldier hogtied at her feet. My cheeks started to burn with embarrassment at my weak display. Eadred was right. How could I hope to win against an army if I couldn’t even best one man with a spear? My prowess with side-scrolling hack-‘em-ups was a skill that didn’t transfer to the real world. I was a soft-as-shit civilian for fuck’s sake.
“Hold still, boy, and I’ll make it quick,” Eadred goaded, slashing at my face. 
I reacted to the insult, and in so doing wasn’t quick enough to move. The tip of the weapon cut a deep furrow in my cheek and nose. I quaffed a potion before I’d even staggered backwards from the strike. The burning pain radiated through my skull, reigniting my fury. I was used to the agony. It was a companion on my journey. Why did I fear it?
“What?” Eadred gasped as my skin reformed. 
I wasn’t about to explain that it was the only healing I could use for the next five minutes, choosing instead to use his lapse in concentration. Darting forward, I held up my arm and blocked the shaft mid-swing. The wood thwapped against my skin and I grabbed it with my free hand. Pocketing my flail, I used my other hand to grasp it tightly and bring it down across my knee. The weapon snapped, leaving the tip in my hand and Eadred wielding little more than a ragged ended branch. I tossed my end into the flames and withdrew my flail again. 
“You’re quick, boy, I’ll give you that,” grunted the warrior, slipping a vicious looking dirk from his armour. 
Our fortunes had flipped and I now had the range advantage. Eadred made a move for the shield until I cut him off with an overhand blow that hammered it back to the ground. He hissed in pain, nursing the injured fingers as he backed away. I kicked the end up with the toe of my boot and caught the strap, hoisting it aloft. Looping my arm through, the shield felt perfect to my unaccustomed hand. 
Sun was smiling in the corner. She favoured me with a subtle nod that said you’ve got this. 
I started to stalk the captain around the chamber. His earlier confidence was faltering as he stared at the bodies of his men. 
“You’ve won this battle, boy, but you won’t win the war!” he yelled, dashing towards the exit. Before I could react and give chase, Eadred smashed into nothing and fell back into the room. Nose gushing blood, he climbed to his feet groggily and reached out. Like a mime, his palm flattened against the invisible barrier which sealed the boss room. “What?”
“You’re trapped in here, captain,” I explained. Against every fibre of my being that ached for vengeance, I said, “You can still leave here alive and face a trial.” Deep down I think the killings had had a far greater effect on me than I dared to admit. 
Eadred ignored my offer and glanced around, trying to find his dagger. Wherever it had landed it was now gone from sight. With all the cracks and fissures in the rock, the cave system was likely now its owner until it crumbled to rust. 
“Last chance, Eadred,” I warned.
He spat a mouthful of teeth and blood into the dirt. “Never!” 
Running straight at me, Eadred jumped and extended both feet like a wrestler attempting a drop kick. I was already braced when he hit. Combined with my heightened strength, the attack was futile. Eadred’s legs buckled and he crashed to the ground at my feet. My forgiveness was all used up as I rained blows onto his body. Snaglak’s horns cut the captain to ribbons. The bleed effect started to eat away at his dwindling health and I backed away. Casting my fated spell, I gratefully absorbed his life essence as the skill pinged up a level. Eadred was nearing death, less than ten percent of his bar remaining. 
It was done. 
Thinking of all the innocent blood already shed by this band of fuckwits, I was about to summon my rats, but relented at the last moment. The captain shuddered as the bleed status stole the last of his health and then lay still. 
I suddenly felt very weak and staggered to the throne. I'd fought my first real battle, and made it through alive. I almost couldn't believe it. Sun favoured me with a proud nod.
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Chapter 38

Reflections


“They don’t exist, remember,” said Sun as the dust of battle settled. “It’s just a game.” 
I glanced up at her from the view of my clenched fists and found her standing over me. “That doesn’t help.”
She held the trussed man under one arm and used the other to point at the girls. “Then look at them. You saved them. They will go on to have long, fulfilling lives because you cared enough to risk yours. Stop with the melancholy or I’ll cut it out of you. You’re worse than the pining daughters of the marshal and his inner circle.”
Leaving aside her strength to manhandle the fully grown man like a tantrum-throwing toddler, I choked out a half laugh after inhaling some of my own spit in shock. I spluttered for a while until I could finally croak, “Thanks for trying to kill me. I’ll take your words under advisement.”
“It wouldn’t be a great death to die like that. I’d have opened your throat hole to help.”
“I appreciate that… I think,” I replied. “What are we going to do with him?”
“He can walk. I’ve tried putting him in my pack. It didn’t work. Until then, he stays tied like a feral hog.”
“And the girls?” I added.
“They walk too.”
“Can’t we rotate them on the horses? Like two ride, then they can swap with the third and one of us? That way we all get to conserve our strength.”
Sun let the man fall to the ground. “Always thinking of those less fortunate. Are all you Englanders so soft?”
I pondered the gradual erosion of the societal fabric back in my world. The pursuit of the self in place of the betterment of everyone. I wasn’t talking in terms of politics or the old socialism versus capitalism vein, more the feel of the everyday. People seemed more insular, less eager to be kind to their fellow man. There was a time when I was a boy that an old lady collapsed on the high street of my local town. Everyone had rushed to her aid and waited by her side until the ambulance arrived. I witnessed the same spectacle near my arcade, with one notable exception. The ones rushing to help were dwarfed by the number of people either recording the event or walking past, pretending it wasn’t happening at all. I still vividly remembered the revulsion I’d felt towards the onlookers, some of whom laughed and joked with each other. Given what I knew of Earth’s crumbling kinship, I replied simply, “No.”
“Why did I have to be lumbered with you then?” she grunted, punching me in the shoulder. 
I felt like I’d been hit by a truck and that was only a playful jab. “We can rest in here until daybreak,” I offered, massaging the dull ache. “I’m going to loot all the bodies and see what they’ve dropped.”
“Loot?”
“Watch.” I moved to Oswin and selected his corpse. The armour set vanished, leaving him in his britches. Other unseen items joined his gear in my inventory to be looked over later.
“That’s a clever trick. Why didn’t you do that while you were fighting him?” asked Sun. 
“I…” My mouth fell open. I hadn’t even thought of the possibility. There was no way the aliens would allow such a blatant bug in their worlds… was there? “I’ll try next time. Can you start a new fire while I go and collect everything? I’ll do the cooking.”
Sun nodded and made for the pile of burned bodies. The burning oil that had incinerated the unfortunate men had missed the stack of logs and kindling. 
I moved around the cavern collecting the goods. Once they were all empty, I backtracked out of the cave into the dark night and stripped them of their belongings too. I returned to the boss room to find a meal already well on the way to edibility. The three girls were still traumatised, but the mundane task of preparing food was taking their minds off what had very nearly befallen them. 
“They wanted to do it,” Sun whispered as I neared. 
I noticed the tied up soldier was in a far worse state than when I’d left him. His nose was broken and bleeding. His body was a mess of deepening bruises and painful welts. 
“They wanted to do that too,” Sun added.
“Fair enough,” I replied, leaving the man to groan in pain. “Can I hide away for a few minutes while I check the loot?”
“There’s not much left to do but eat and sleep. Take all the time you need.”
Sun had done a good job of putting the corpses out of sight. I returned to the throne and opened my pack. The damaged armour would only be useful to sell for coin to add to the sixty-three silver and eighty-two copper I’d found on the bodies. My bank was growing slowly but surely and I hoped to have an opportunity to spend some of it upon our return. I pored through the basic items first which consisted of several more health potions and a new one that sent a thrill of anticipation through me. 
Item – Potion of Water Breathing (uncommon) 
Type – Consumable
Description – Water mixed with the tears of Talisian mermaids, these vials of liquid allow the imbiber to breathe under water. Originally created to allow the aquatic beauties to lure unwary sailors into their lairs. There they would be kept until the tonic ran out and the poor souls drowned, providing food for the ocean dwelling carnivores.  
Requirements – None
Effect – Water Breathing (1 hour)
Misc - None
I couldn’t envisage a use for the item right then, but I could see the value of it for future endeavours. As long as I steered clear of any of the sea-splashing huntresses, that was. The thought of being trapped deep under the water as the evil sirens mocked me while I drowned was bloody awful. Repressing an involuntary shudder, I checked over the boss drops. With my class having been picked, the aliens seemed to be tailoring them towards my needs. Either that or I was just ridiculously lucky. 
Item – Bastard Sword of the Fifth Legion (uncommon) 
Type – Weapon (1.5 hand)
Description – The basic field sword of legionnaires serving under the fabled Zadian Dynasty. Their kingdom endured for centuries until bitter political infighting left the land leaderless following the assassination of Queen Nanisha Zadian. Karg the Belcher and his ten thousand strong ogre army picked the weakened land apart, ending their bloodline forever. 
User Requirements – Strength 5 Dexterity 5 
Effect – Slashing damage
Misc - None
Item – Bulwark of Laeroth (rare) 
Type – Armour (shield)
Description – Personal shield of the elven princeling, Laeroth Avallar, heir of Daganil Avallar. During the forever war for ascendency over the Tree of Tatrasiel, the dark-elf warlock Zulreth Kadradi summoned an Elder God. The furious deity burned the tree to ashes and proceeded to rampage, wiping all life from the world. It is now a barren, charred husk floating in a cold, uncaring galaxy. The essence of the great oak found its way into the dead princeling’s fallen shield.
User Requirements – Strength 8 Dexterity 8
Effect – Provides resistance to physical and magical attacks
Misc – Provides passive healing when not engaged in combat
That would come in handy when my health potions ran dry. I still had dozens of the things sitting in my inventory, so it would be a good while yet. I took the time to feed my growing companions. Ratty was now the size of small cat and sat on my lap instead of my hand. Spidey was of a similar size and I wondered how long it would be before the eight legged monster would try and cocoon me to eat. I checked on Wargy and his description had changed. 
Companion Gained – Warg (Infant)
Description – A distant ancestor to the more common wolf, wargs are far larger than their lupine forebears. Capable of hunting alone or as part of a pack, they are fierce predators. Once trained, wargs forge a lifelong bond with their master. Requires milk to survive.
Due to the vastly differing sizes between the rodent and the wolf, Wargy was already the size of my dog, Honey, when she was about six months old. I needed to check with Bart whether they were my companions in ownership and loyalty, or whether they would indeed eat me as soon as the opportunity arose. None of the three seemed to harbour any aggression towards me, but it would pay to be cautious. 
“Mark?” 
I looked up from my puppy and found Sun standing over me. “What’s up?”
“May I hold him again?” she asked with the same innocent marvel shown when I’d first pulled him out of my pack. “He’s getting so big.”
“Of course,” I replied, passing his suckling form into her arms. I jumped out of the way. “Here, sit down.”
The fearsome warrior’s entire demeanour changed. She cradled the infant wolf as if it were a child. Something clicked in my slow, low wisdom brain.
“Wolfkin,” I said. “Your surname.”
She smiled at me with tears in her eyes. “Daulf killed all of ours when he took over.”
I sat down on the rock floor beside her. “You used to have them in your fjord?”
“Oh yes, many of them. My family were renowned for the wargs and wolves we raised. You have to understand our home was hard and often dangerous. They were our shield.”
“Would you like to tell me about it?”
“If you’d like,” she replied, settling into the backrest which was a vertical slab of rough limestone. “Our fjord was located to the east, a week’s sail from the ogre kingdoms and the hardy barbarian outposts that held them back. We never shirked our duty, though. We would send just as many men and women to guard the oceans and passes as everyone else. We had been masters of the sea for centuries before the dumb brutes even dipped a toe in the cold, salty water. It was on the land that they had the advantage.”
Her face darkened for a moment. 
“Anyway, our fjord was a thriving hub that served as one of the final ports before the lands of the humans. All manner of interesting people and goods travelled through my home. The docks would smell of fish one day, then sweet fragrances from the trade barges out of Ozeal. Most of our people were miners or hunters, and one complemented the other.” She tapped her obsidian looking war-axe. “We were on the fringes of the frozen tundra. Whitebear and Sasquall attacks were common as their populations waxed and waned. Our wargs would serve as an early warning and a way of bringing the huge beasts down so that we could slay them. Some tribes put the runts down for meat and fur, but even the lowliest wolf can smell a predator from a mile away. The warriors from other clans would laugh at us until I silenced them with a beating.”
“Did you say Sasquall? Do you mean Sasquatch? Bigfoot? Massive furry things?”
“The translation may vary,” she replied. “Taller than me by a head. Covered in thick, white fur and walking upright like a man. The bears can do it when they feel threatened, but the Sasquall are born bipeds. Legend has it that they were barbarians once. Many hundreds of generations before I was born they were banished to die in the snow. They adapted to their new, frozen home and harbour an intense hatred for my people. All I know is how to kill them and how to skin them. Their fur is second to none for its ability to keep people warm.”
“This land must seem hot by comparison?” I asked.
“It took a lot of getting used to. Except for the depths of winter, the fires here are for cooking and decoration. In my homeland they were life. The longhouse’s firepit would burn all day and night for heat and light. As I said, it was a tough life, but a rewarding one.”
“Until Daulf,” I offered.
“Until Daulf,” she replied, darkly. The rescued girls called that the stew was ready to eat and Sun made to hand Wargy back to me. “Thank you.” 
“Why don’t you keep him? With your knowledge, he’ll be far better off in your care than mine. I’ll transfer his food over to you.”
“No. I couldn’t.”
“You can. And you will.” My thoughts sent all the milk into her inventory. “There you go. It’s not your home, but it’s a small taste of it.”
Sun was lost for words. I had the impression it had been a long time since anyone had shown her any kindness. She nodded gratefully, her eyes wet as she looked away. I left her and the pup to get better acquainted and headed for the food. My stomach growled, insistent on taking nourishment in spite of my remaining nausea about the deeds I’d perpetrated.
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Chapter 39

On The Road Again


Our journey back to Pitchhollow was uneventful and rather therapeutic for all of us. The girls had shucked off their trauma in less than a day. In a world of hardships, another to add to the already long list had less of an effect than it otherwise would. If the worst should have happened, I doubted their transformation would have been quite so swift. Thankfully we had managed to intervene and keep their innocence intact.  
I’d talked to Sun about my own misgivings surrounding the fighting and she had assuaged some of my fears. When Sun’s people had fought the ogres, and then each other, it was for the survival of their tribe. I took that to heart and tried to think of the wider peoples of Kherrash as my family. The efforts I was undertaking with Sun would ensure the survival of the great houses, but also the normal people who didn’t have the luxury of an army at their beck and call. Families. Children. Innocents.
We paused an hour from the garrison to water the horses who had done a phenomenal job dealing with an ever changing riding rota without complaint. Bolt had tried to bite the soldier a couple of times and I’d be lying if I said I attempted to stop the attacks. He’d managed to throw himself aside, the only evidence of the teeth being a torn patch of missing trouser leg. 
“I hope we made the right choice,” I said to Sun as we waited by the brook.
“About?”
“About leaving the quest reward until we get back to the garrison.”
“If you’d claimed it in the cave, you would know the orc movements from two days ago. What use is that to us now?”
“Not much I guess.” We’d discussed the reward of uncovering the incoming army movements as soon as I’d completed the task. I assumed it was a one and done type deal rather than a free view of everything they were doing until the end of my time on the world. That would just make it too easy and I knew our observers wanted more from us.
“Do you really think you stand a chance?” asked the prisoner whose name we discovered was Godbert. There was no malice in the words, just a genuine curiosity. His mood was becoming more retrospective as he neared the end of his life. 
Rowena, the eldest girl, gave him a kick in the side. “Shut your mouth! You don’t deserve to talk to Mark.”
“It’s ok,” I said, gently easing her away. Inga and Maewynn were content to throw evil looks his way. “And to your question, I don’t really have a choice. I’ll do what I can to help.”
His eyes glazed as he recalled the battlefield that broke him. “We thought we would send those green bastards back into the depths for another generation. The sky rained with fire! What chance did we stand against their monsters and machines?”
“As much as I’ll have when I face them, but you don’t see me resorting to treachery and rape, you prick!” I booted him in the other kidney. “How many families did you get killed? And for what? For Gutrender to kill you last?”
Godbert writhed on the ground. “He promised us our families would live,” he coughed out.
“And you believed him? Dickhead! People like that… sorry, things like that never let people like you live. You’d betrayed your own to save your skin. How could they ever trust you to not do the same to them?”
After a long, forlorn groan, he replied, “They couldn’t.”
“Good. Now shut up or I’ll let the girls loose with their knives. You can sing like a canary when you’re locked in the dungeon, but until then I don’t want to hear another word.”
“You’re hardening,” said Sun as I sat next to her at the fire.
My scowl vanished as I choked out a laugh. “You’ve got to stop saying it like that. Just say… I’m getting tougher.”
“As you wish. You’re getting tougher. A few days ago you’d have been kinder to our captive.”
“It’s hard to think of him as a man considering what he’s done. The orcs from our… books. Our history. They can’t help what they are. They’re bred for war and mayhem. It’s like asking a bird not to fly.”
“Some birds don’t fly,” Sun replied.
“I know that. I was talking in general. Most birds fly.”
“I think I understand. The ogres are much the same. If they aren’t waging war with other races, they wage war against each other. Only their complete subjugation stopped their attacks. And even then Daulf had to turn them loose on the humans.”
I tapped a finger to my temple. “It’s hard wired into their brains. The only humane thing to do is what we do when an animal becomes rabid.”
“Rabid?”
“It’s a disease in my world. It attacks the brain via the nervous system. As its brain dies, the animal starts to froth at the mouth and attack anything around it. A bite to a human is often fatal because we can’t cure it.”
“So your wolves, Honey and Marco, they would attack you if they caught this… rabies?”
“They wouldn’t even recognise me. I’d be dinner, or whatever it is they think they see when they start to bite things.”
“That sounds quite awful. I’m glad we don’t have it here.”
“With all your wolves and wargs in close contact, it would devastate their numbers.”
“If they weren’t already gone,” she replied, sadly.
“Sorry, Sun. I wasn’t thinking.”
She stood up and made for the horses. “Stop saying sorry. You’re a warrior now. It’s beneath you.”
“I can still apologise. I’m not a complete arsehole!”
Godbert grunted and earned another boot from Rowena.
“Thank you,” I said and the girl blushed. “Is everyone ready for the last few miles?”
Unsurprisingly, the only one to not be overly eager to finish the journey was the condemned soldier. Still, I dragged him to his feet and pushed him onward. Myself and Sun let the girls take the horses while we watched our captive and the forest around us. I wasn’t sure if it was the knowledge of our previous observer, but I managed to pick out the covert movements of the scout on our tail this time. They were damned good, keeping to the darkest shadows while making no sound. Their efforts would be vital for the coming siege once I’d pinpointed the orc camps. I’d seen the movies. I’d read the books. The hardy defenders repelling wave after wave of enemy, sapping at their will to continue the fight as the bodies of their fallen littered the ground beneath the walls. Only time would tell whether the greenskins would break as they had in Peacehaven. When they had their masters at their backs, guiding the attacks, it would be a different story. 
Leaving the winding trail, my old friend was waiting with a welcoming party. “Finneus! I would say it was good to see you, but after last time…?”
His steely gaze had softened slightly since we last met. “It seems you met with some success. The marshal is eager to talk to you.”
“And I’m eager to talk to him, but before that I want to make sure my friends and horses are well taken care of. I need to find lodgings for the girls.”
“I think you’ll find their families have already found suitable accommodation,” Finneus replied, motioning behind him with a rare, awkward smile that looked utterly out of place. 
A gaggle of people were running across the open plain, their shouts of joy barely audible at this distance. Rowena caught sight of someone and her eyes widened in shock a second before tears burst forth. “Mother!” she cried. Jumping down from Bolt, she kissed the horse, planted a big smacker on my cheek, and then raced off through the cavalry. Inga and Maewynn followed, calling out names I’d never heard. At that moment, all the pain and all the horror I’d endured to get there paled against the warm glow that filled my heart. 
“The garrison is abuzz with tales of the rescue,” explained Finneus. “You’re being feted as heroes.”
“Hardly,” I scoffed, shifting position to see the girls fly into the arms of their loved ones. 
“Shall we get your horses stabled?” asked Finneus. “The marshal is not known for his patience.”
“I’ll get to the marshal when I’m good and ready, thank you. Sun, would you like an ale to wash away the dust of the road?” I didn’t know where that line came from, but I swore it was spoken in a film. 
The commander huffed with exasperation. “Do you have no respect?”
“This isn’t my land. I don’t dance to the tune of anyone, not even your marshal.” I turned back to Sun once the point had sunk in. “Ale?”
“Can we have one after we’ve talked to the marshal?” she asked apologetically. 
Her debt to the man was not my own, but I agreed to keep the peace. Finneus didn’t gloat, which was lucky or I’d have spent the next fifty years avoiding the meeting out of sheer bloody-mindedness. “What do you want to do with our reluctant guest?”
Accompanying the group of reunited family were a half dozen figures who bore no tear streaked cheeks. Their eyes were filled with murder. I recognised Scab, Sun’s second in command from the dungeon.
“These fine gentlemen will begin the questioning,” said Finneus, glaring at the prisoner. “They’re going to take you apart, piece by piece.”
“Nothing happens to him without my say so,” I interjected. “Torture is such a load of crap.”
“You dare countermand the marshal’s orders?” Finneus growled.
I climbed aboard Bolt and turned to him. “This is going to get really old if you keep questioning my orders. He’s my prisoner, kept in your cells at my pleasure. I’ll question him, do you understand? I can get a hundred times more from him than what you can extract with pliers and pokers.” I had no idea if that was the case but I was damned if I was going to let them torture the man. Execute, fine, but the rest was bullshit and these medieval morons needed to know it.
Finneus was once again stumped. He knew that I had achieved what a small army couldn’t. Not only that but I’d come back with nary a scratch to show for assaulting a group of twenty trained soldiers. When he realised I had him in checkmate, he huffed, “I’ll give your request to the marshal.”
“I’ll do it myself,” I replied. “Until then, he remains untouched.”
The commander whipped his horse something fierce in annoyance. It whinnied in pain and started to gallop away. That was until I put his horse in my backpack and the furious soldier squawked in terror. Gravity did what it always did and returned my antagonist to the mud. The speed he had already reached propelled him forward in a tangled heap. As quickly as I’d taken his steed I returned it to the world where it ran on for a short time before slowing to a trot. It looked around, wondering where its cruel passenger had gone. If Finneus’s men or the prison guards had seen what I’d done, they weren’t saying anything. Their eyes had mostly been on me when I’d pulled the trick as far as I could tell. Godbert peered up at me with fear in his eyes. He’d seen.
I held a finger to my lips and shushed him. “I’ll be with you soon enough. Be ready to talk or I will let them loose on you, do you understand?”
“Ye… yes,” he mumbled. 
The other cavalry soldiers had finally seen their fallen commander and rushed to his aid. Finneus was swaying on his feet, eyes rolling from the impact of the landing. A concussion was a small price to pay for his petulant brutality. A broken spine would’ve been better. I trotted past leisurely. “Looks like your horse didn’t like your attitude,” I said as I passed. “Or your whip!” I shouted over my shoulder.
“Is there anything you won’t try and save?” Sun asked as she pulled alongside me.
“Spiders,” I replied. 
“You’d better not let Spidey hear you say that,” she warned.
We headed for the gatehouse, and a hero’s welcome.
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Chapter 40

The Red-Carpet Treatment


The roar of the crowd was muted by the thick, timber palisade and sound of our steeds’ horseshoes clopping on the drawbridge. As soon as we moved out from under the gatehouse my ears were assailed by deafening cheers. Flowers fluttered by, some landing in my lap. By the way they were acting, you’d be forgiven for thinking we’d already beaten Gutrender’s army rather than a small gaggle of deserters in a cave. Considering the sum total of their past few months revolved around crushing defeat after crushing defeat, I guessed they were just happy to have any kind of win on their side.  
“Thank you,” I said, smiling as much as I could while I dodged rose thorns from my saddle. Hands pawed at me, as if I had some magical luck they could catch by bodily contact. I was grateful when the guards broke them up and they headed off in the direction of the reunited families to get more of the story. 
“I didn’t like that,” grunted Sun as we neared the stable.
“I wasn’t overly thrilled either, but these people needed a win. I think we’ll get through the meeting and find a nice quiet place to hunker down for the rest of the day.”
“I don’t think anywhere will be quiet after the story gets told,” she replied, sourly. 
“I’ll send my rat swarm after them if they get too close.”
“Miss Sunlith! Young master! Oh, how glad I am to see you both returned safe and well!” Edric waved, running over to take the reins as we climbed down.
“It’s good to see you too, old man,” said Sun.
“You were right about Bolt,” I said, rubbing my friend’s neck. “He was a fine companion. How have my girls been?”
“Well, the mare warmed to me eventually. She’s certainly no lady, I can tell you that. Foul tempered and uncooperative. If I hadn’t seen you ride in on her, I’d never believe she’d been broken.”
I remembered Romund’s words and the death of Bella. “She’s been through a tough time. I’ll have a word with her.”
Edric laughed and shook his head. “Young master, you sure are a funny one.”
I clapped him on the back. “We’ve got to go and see the marshal shortly. Can you give our trusty steeds the royal treatment for a job well done. Money's no object.”
“I’ll not be taking your coin, young master. I can’t tell you how much your return has raised the spirits in this place. This morning it was like a black cloud was hanging over the garrison, promising thunder and lightning and far, far worse. People were beaten down, trudging from place to place with lowered heads. Broken they were. When the first scout informed the guard that you were a few hours away, and with survivors no less, the cloud vanished as if the sun had boiled it away. The folks had their heads held high for the first time in weeks. They greeted each other rather than shuffling past with the weight of the world on their shoulders. You’ve done a noble thing, young master. A very noble thing.”
“Stop blowing smoke up my arse, Edric,” I replied, awkward at the praise. “Sun did most of the hard work.”
“I did not,” she said matter-of-factly. “You’d have been fine alone.”
“Hardly,” I scoffed, ducking into the stables after stealing a handful of carrots. Lady had heard my voice and peered from her stall as I approached. “Have you been a pain in the arse, girl?” I rubbed her neck and fed her the biggest vegetable. Bella was whickering at me from her mother’s side. “Ok, don’t be pushy,” I said, giving the filly one too. 
“A different horse,” Edric muttered as he walked past with Bolt and Duke. 
“I’ve had a word, Edric,” I called as he put the two horses away. “She says she’s sorry.”
“I’ll still maintain a safe distance, thank you very much!”
“It’s your job! Stop being such a baby about it!”
“Say that to me when they’ve nipped your skin. Then you’ll be singing a different tune!” he called in reply.
“I’d probably be screaming.”
Edric locked the pen doors and moved towards the oat barrel to get them some food. “That you would be, young master. Their teeth might look funny but they’ve got power in them jaws.”
“We’ll be back in a while, Edric. If you won’t take payment, the very least I can do is buy you a drink or ten later. If you’ll show me where the tavern is.”
“It would be an honour, young master. Good luck with the marshal!”
I gave him a merry wave and followed Sun back into the main thoroughfare. We’d made it a dozen paces before we were mobbed. The unfettered adulation made me extremely uncomfortable. I hadn’t done the task for fame, but here I was in the middle of a crowd who were cheering my name. Sun could sense my growing angst and ordered everyone back. Her booming voice and imposing stature quietened everyone down instantly. 
“The road has been hard. Please allow us to pass in peace. We’ll be at the tavern tonight if you wish to give thanks.”
The gathering was placated for now and they gradually dispersed. 
“Why did you say that?” I whispered.
“You’re going to get attention no matter what you do now,” she replied. “At least in the tavern we can find a quiet corner and funnel the well-wishers towards us. If the line’s too big, a lot of them will have second thoughts.”
I hoped she was right. I valued my privacy for the most part. My presence on social media could be summed up in terms of a Buddhist monk. In other words, I wasn’t on there at all. Anyone I wanted to know had my number. The last thing I wanted was a bloated friends list of people I only had a passing connection to. I wouldn’t have known what to put on there anyway. Another dire week’s takings. Please send prayers? No way. I was more than capable of wallowing in my own misery without bringing others down with me. 
“May I ask a question, Mark?” asked Sun.
“Of course you can,” I replied, stepping over a pile of horse shit that was impressive in its size.
“What happens when you complete the task the gods sent you here for?”
“Missing me already?” I chuckled until I saw her look away in dismay. You dick! “I’m sor…” I held my tongue, cutting off the apology. “I don’t honestly know. In the first world, I killed the monsters and was transported to a place of purest white. Like one of your cells, but a lot cleaner. Less urine ingrained in the stone, that kind of thing.” I doubted her knowledge would extend to floating trial selection tablets and dimensional teleportation. 
“So you’ll just disappear?” 
“I guess.” 
She fell into silence and strode away. I left her to her thoughts and tried to keep my head down as I walked through the town toward the massive keep. I’d always been fascinated by castles and tales of ancient valour. Sloppy mud was being spread across the straw roofs of the small, wooden homes. I’d seen a few thatch fires back in my world and once they had taken hold there was little to do but stand back and let it do its thing. With the forces incoming, it was a necessary precaution.
“Gross,” I muttered as I dodged a pile of poo on the ground that was most definitely not of the equine variety. The liquids I’d assumed were runoff from recent rainfall were far too yellow to be from the sky, which was cloudless anyway. The one thing that never makes it from the pages of a history book to the reader is the smell. The street, which I now knew was also the public latrine, was absolutely ripe. Years of filth penetrated the mud and mortar on which the cobbles were bedded. My second job after explaining the futility of torture was to grab some bleach and scrub this festering town from top to bottom. A packet of handy wipes would have been a good start, if only to hold under my nose while walking. 
A woman appeared at her door with a bucket that sloshed. “Don’t you bloody dare!” I warned her as I passed. She muttered a few words under her breath and tossed the contents once I’d made it clear of her porch. “We’re going to talk about indoor plumbing later!” The door slammed at my back. “That’s rude,” I muttered.
I crossed two demarcations that had once been the original bailey walls before they were taken down and extended outward to accommodate the growing population. To my mind, copying the great Gondorian city from The Lord of the Rings would have been a better bet. Layers of defence to fall back to as the fighting raged. The age and state of the properties deteriorated as I moved towards the stone fortification. At least the smell waned from the slightly less cramped housing of the original bailey. 
“What took you so long?” asked Sun as she waited for the outer portcullis to fully rise. 
“I’ve been dodging floaters,” I replied. 
She scowled at me. “Is that an Englander thing?”
“You could say that.”
The gate guards gave us warm words of appreciation as we moved from the sunlight into the shadows. I waved them off as I was wont to do and made my way toward the fortress itself. 
The marshal was waiting to greet us at the second gatehouse. He did his best to hide the simmering anger but I still caught it. “Welcome back, brave warriors! I trust all went well?”
“As well as it could,” I replied. I figured it was best to just tear the plaster off, missing hair be damned. “Have you spoken to the jailers?”
There was that flash of anger again. “I did. They had some strange misconception that they work at your behest.”
“They do as far as Godbert’s concerned,” I replied. Before Randulf could fly off the handle, I said, “Let’s go inside. I’ve got some information you’ll want to hear.”
I tried my best not to appear like a kid at Christmas as we walked through the cold, stone halls. Randulf was as shrewd as he was abrupt and caught me immediately. “You like my home?”
“It’s amazing,” I gushed, unable to contain myself. “We have them back in England, but most are fallen into ruin. I used to love exploring them. The ghosts and memories held inside. The history.”
He directed us towards a staircase that had actual carpet lining the steps, or their version of it anyway. The rest of the place was covered with rushes strewn across the floor. “Why would your grand marshal allow them to fall to ruin? How do you prevent attacks and stage your wars?”
“We don’t have many wars these days.”
“Did the Englanders conquer their enemies so thoroughly?” he asked.
“Yes and no. Our technology became too horrifying to use and the people of my home mostly just bicker now because the next war would be the last war. The entire world would burn if the weapons were ever used.”
Randulf led us into the war room and offered us wine. I gratefully accepted the fine goblet and sat down, but Sun declined and sat at my side. I could tell by the marshal’s furrowed brow that he was troubled by my words. “Your technology? You can harness exploding fire too?”
My mind shifted to a dreaming Sarah Connor and the searing of flesh from bone as children melted in their burning parent’s arms. “In ways that would make your blood run cold.” 
“Did you take it from the goblin engineers?”
“We have no goblins. Our advances came from trial and error over a long period of time as we tried to find more devastating ways to kill each other.”
“Do you know the secrets of this technology?” he asked, breathlessly. 
“I’m afraid not.”
“Blast! That might’ve evened the scales.”
I gathered up the orc army pieces and stood before the huge map. “I’m just going to check something, then I’ll be able to show you the current movements of their army.”
Randulf looked at me as if I was mad. “You gleaned all this from the prisoner?”
“No. Somewhere else.” I collected the quest reward and my world map came alive with a scarlet flood that stained the land like blood. “Fuck me.” I gasped at the scale of the greenskin infestation, forgetting my vow to stop swearing. 
“Bad?” asked Randulf. 
“Worse,” I replied. “Far worse. You might want to sit down too.”
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Chapter 41

Revelation


I took a moment to process the information glowing on my screen. If ever there was a case that an upside-down horseshoe brought bad luck, then the kingdom of Kherrash was the epitome of that superstition. The people of the land were beset on all sides by the encroaching orcs. I began at the south-western tip of the land which was separated from the south-eastern by water and small islands. 
“Marshal, there are a huge number of orcs amassing along the coast down here,” I explained, placing three large figurines on the land. 
“I feared as much,” Randulf muttered. Turning to the door, he yelled, “Fetch the crowmaster. Tell him to ensure his apprentices prepare the birds well. They’re going to be busy.”
An unseen guard outside hurried away at the order.
“Fortunately, we have control of the islands between the two fangs. The Great Lighthouse of Kanad has been used to guide traders into the southern ports of Kherrash for centuries, but it was also a beacon to other enemies which is why we constructed fortresses on the small outcrops. The goblins may have ascendency on the land, but we have it on the southern seas. For now.”
I moved more pieces into place within all the fallen citadels along the western sweep of the kingdom all the way up to Whitespear Mountain. “They control all of your old castles, Marshal. There’s one bit of good news, not that it makes much difference.”
“And that is?” he asked, wearily.
“The actual mountain is relatively free of orcs.” I put a single, small figurine in the area. On my screen, the heavy red of the surrounding lands was only a weak tinge of pink on Whitespear itself. 
“Because they are all nearing our frontlines?”
I nodded grimly. “I’m afraid so. They’ve got massive numbers all throughout the forest here, here, and here,” I explained, putting three large pieces on the table. “With more coming from the rear.” I added another six.
“That’s under two week’s ride from here!” Randulf gasped. “Could you be mistaken?”
“No. They’re there, and they’re coming.”
“By the gods. They’re trying to crush us as if they were a pair of pliers,” Randulf groaned. “I don’t think we have the men to hold on three fronts. It’s hopeless. We’re finished.”
I looked at my map which only had two sizeable concentrations of orcs. “Three, Marshal?” I asked in confusion.
He moved a series of humanoid looking pieces into place and looked to Sun. “Your kin are attacking our eastern flank from the sea. Their attacks have been regular, but nothing notable so far. They’re testing the defences before they launch their full force at the weakest part of the port and its fortifications. If they manage to gain a foothold there, we’re as good as finished. The barbarians will have cut our remaining forces in half. What’s left of our army will be attacked from the front and the rear. We’ll be slaughtered.”
She looked away, shamefaced.
“Marshal, it might be for the best to retreat to the great wall and consolidate there. Leave Pitchhollow for the orcs, or burn it to the ground ahead of time.”
“They need more time to complete construction. With the barbarian and ogre attacks, many of the stonemasons have been pulled to the Port of Ishalon to rebuild after each assault. We’re stretched to breaking point. It won’t take much for us to finally snap.”
For the life of me I couldn’t see how the aliens deemed this world one of the easier among the list. A first pager no less. The odds were heavily stacked against everyone still living within the western fringes of Kherrash. I was a lone guy trying to singlehandedly change the course of an entire war. With the aid of a heavily tattooed Amazonian warrior, but that was still two against thousands. Tens of thousands. Maybe more. What on god’s green earth waited on page two? Or three? Or beyond?
“A little help here?” I called to the aliens. 
Unsurprisingly, I received no answer. 
Randulf looked at me oddly. “Who were you talking to? Your gods?”
“You could say that. Marshal, I’m going to go and speak to the prisoner. I’ve promised him a final meeting with his family before you execute him. I expect that promise to be met.”
“There’s something very strange about you, Englander,” muttered the marshal. “But I’ll honour your promise. Do you think he will have anything of note to say other than begging for his miserable life?” 
I shrugged. “That’s what I’m going to find out. I also need time to think on what to do next.” I stopped before admitting I was totally lost. A relaxing spell in the cells with Bart was in order. “I’ll be back soon. It might be worth getting your… generals? Commanders? The men you were with before, I mean. They might have some good ideas.”
Randulf scoffed. “They make good warriors, but great thinkers they are not.”
“It’s still worth a shot. Sun, would you mind filling the marshal in on what happened in the caves?”
She nodded.
“Thanks. I’ll be right back.”
“As you wish,” said Randulf, bowing slightly.
Unaccustomed with how to reach the dungeon without a dirty hood, I asked the guards I passed and they pointed me in the right direction. My short, muddled journey to the bowels of the keep felt akin to my overall mission. Rudderless. Without a clear path before me. Scab was tearing at a half rotten leg of mutton at the filthy table outside the cells. 
“Isn’t that bad for you?” I asked as he took another bite of the grey-furred meat.
“Ain’t done me no ‘arm yet,” he replied between chewing. 
If the mouldy meal was bad, his blackened teeth made my gut churn. I was going to recommend an electric toothbrush and a visit to the dentist until I realised their dentistry amounted to strong booze and a pair of pliers while two strong men held you down. 
“Where’s Rendel?” I asked.
“No one’s seen ‘im since you went to see the marshal. Word is he headed into the forest because of what you could do to ‘im.”
“Better that he stays there, I think,” I grumbled. I was hoping for a quick chat with the resident torturer, but it looked like the greenskins might get the chance first.
“You ‘ere to see the coward?” he asked, chewing audibly with an open mouth. “I ‘ope we get ‘im in the chair.”
“He won’t be going in your chair, Scab. He’ll be going straight to the block. Or whatever it is that you people do to traitors.”
“Mores the pity,” Scab grumbled, opening the door for me. “Want me to stay wiv ya?”
“Is he chained?” I asked.
“He ain’t going nowhere wivout my say so,” he replied proudly, jangling his keys.
“Then no. Would you mind if I took them?” I replied, pointing to the set. “You can lock me in with the main dungeon key and pass the ones for the cells through to me. I just need a bit of time to myself after I speak to Godbert. Some time to think on my own.”
He regarded me with vacant eyes and a slack jaw.
“Alone. Quiet.”
“Huh?” Scab was acting as if I was the one with single digit IQ and abysmal hygiene. 
“I can pay,” I offered, summoning a dozen silver coins that clinked in my closed fist. “You can buy fresh meat.”
His pig eyes studied my hand greedily. “Got no need for good meat. But good ale?” he licked his greasy lips.
“Ale it is,” I said, dropping them into his open palm from a safe distance to avoid touching him. “Where is he?”
“Last cell on the left. If you get hurt, I ain’t taking the blame,” he warned, closing the door after me and locking it. 
I reached up and took the small ring of cell keys through the hatch. “I won’t get hurt, Scab. I’ll knock when I’m done, ok? Keep everyone out until then, even the marshal.”
He grunted and sat back down to his meal.
The familiar cries of the damned broke out as they heard the musical notes of the jumbling keys passing by. Water, food, freedom; they begged until I drowned them out. I knew not their crimes, but I would make Scab fetch some sustenance as soon as I was done with Godbert and Bart.
I unlocked the thick, wooden door to my prisoner’s cell and swung it open. Other that the bruises he’d received on the road, the deserter was undamaged. I sat down at the threshold in a similar pose to that of Sun when she’d visited me. 
“The marshal has agreed to a visit from your family, whoever that might be.”
Godbert sighed, the sound like a slashed tyre deflating. “Thank you.”
“It’s more for their benefit if I’m honest. At least you can try and explain your actions before the marshal kills you.”
“I’m not sure my parents will even want to see me after the shame I’ve brought down on them,” said Godbert, shifting in his chains. 
“They’ll have the choice; what they do with it isn’t up to me. Do you have a wife, children?”
He shook his head. “The army was my life. I was hoping to earn enough coin to buy a plot of land and start raising a family.”
I used the safe zone to conjure a bottle of Maker’s Mark bourbon. Popping the cap, I took a sip and passed the bottle over. 
Godbert’s hands trembled as he took it. After a healthy slug of liquor, he wiped his lips and asked, “What are you?”
“A concerned citizen, I suppose. Someone just trying to help out and make it through the day.” I took the bottle back and took another hit of the delicious alcohol. “Tell me about the orcs. Why didn’t they just kill you out of hand when you approached.”
Gobert’s face dropped. “They were going to. We were all tied up and ready to cook, but the captain managed to convince them we were better off alive. We could do things the orcs couldn’t.”
“Such as?” 
“God’s help me,” Godbert sobbed, staring at the ceiling. “We would approach the villages as guardians, promising protection.”
I didn’t like where this was going. “Then what?”
“Then we would disarm them and leave them to the orcs. We would wait in ambush and take our pick of the ones who got away.”
“The women? The girls?” I snapped, snatching the whiskey from his hand. 
“Mostly. We knew the end was coming, so why not? They were dead anyway.”
“Why not?” I demanded, rising to my feet. Godbert shied away, expecting a kick. “Because you’re meant to be a protector, that’s why! I’m a nobody and I’m willing to risk it all for them. You could’ve helped those farmers, those villagers, but instead you served them up on a platter. I’ve seen what those fucking monsters do!” In my rage I threw the bottle at the wall above his head. Shards of glass rained down on his cowering form, the alcohol plastering the greasy hair to his head. “Tell me something now or so help me I’ll have you begging for torture!” The flail was in my hand, the malignant glow lighting up the cell.
Godbert was utterly broken, sobbing into his hands as blood tricked down his face. “We have a way of communicating with them!” he blurted. “It’s how we could tell them about the defenceless villages.”
I raised the weapon above my head. “How?”
“A green sash, tied around the neck or arm. Anything will do, a scarf, a cloth, whatever you can find.”
“And they let you pass?”
“Yes.”
My pulse was racing with the need to lash out, but I let the flail drop to my side unused. I’d argued the case in front of the marshal about men who had seen too much killing. For most it meant a complete retreat from reality. For others, the betrayal of everything they had once been. Godbert had fallen as far as it was possible for a man to fall. The pain of his shame was worse than anything I could inflict. It would follow him all the way to his end.
I created a small cloth and tossed it in to him. “Clean yourself up.”
“They promised they would spare my family! All of our families!” 
“Then they lied,” I snapped, slamming the door.
Moving back into the corridor, I locked the misery in with Godbert and shuffled to my previous home across the dungeon’s narrow hall. The only thing I wanted to do was sit in a comfy chair and close my eyes for a while. With a pop of displaced air a plush recliner appeared in the vacant cell, taking up most of the space. I slumped into it, the leather creaking and moulding around my body like a lover’s arms. It was beyond everything I’d hoped for. 
I laid my head over the backrest and drifted away.
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Chapter 42

The Path Ahead


I awoke in a panic. “Bart!” 
Without room in the cell he appeared in the hallway outside. “Yes, Mark?”
“How long was I out?” I asked, rubbing at my eyes.
“Approximately seventeen minutes.”
“Thank god for that,” I sighed, climbing from the chair. “I’ve got too much to do to be sleeping all day.”
“You also need your rest, Mark. I’m concerned about your vitals. Your blood pressure is through the roof and your energy levels are barely at fifty percent.” Bart appeared to be studying a screen I couldn’t see judging by the flicker of his eyes. 
“That’s the thing about us humans, Bart. We’re flawed beings. Pain and horror have a way of fucking with our immune systems when we go through enough of it. It’s called stress. Isn’t this what you wanted? To put us to the test? To see if we deserve to go on?” I dragged a mug of steaming tea from nowhere and sipped at the comforting brew. 
“Well, yes, but there has to be some kind of limit,” Bart replied, thoughtfully. “We can’t have you all dropping like flies.”
“Tell your bosses to slow down the orc invasion, that would help,” I offered.
“I’m afraid that’s not possible. You see, once you arrive in the world, you join their timeline as if it were your own. The events are already in motion.”
“So you can realm jump and wipe out planets, but tinkering with a game world is too much?”
He looked away evasively.
“Are these people not killing each other daily? Why put us to the test in worlds where we need to commit violence? To do the very thing you’re punishing us for?”
“I can’t answer that. The decision was made by someone far more powerful.”
“Then tell them to give us a break. Every day I’m stuck here is a day I lose forever.” My heart sank. “I should’ve stayed with Honey. She’s already ten.” I felt my cheeks flush with anger. Marco was only four, but the lost time was still crushing me. “I swear to god, Bart. If I’m stuck in this shit so long that I lose her I’m going to get into your spaceship and fuck you all up. I’m going to show you why we’re so good at killing each other. Do you hear me?” I put two pounds in my paladin swear jar, then took the money back out again because I was so furious.
“I hear you, Mark. I’ll take your feedback with me to the next progress meeting. I know it’s easy for me to say, but please try and stay calm. You’re all doing far better than we could’ve hoped.”
I sighed and rubbed at my stubbled face. “Sorry, Bart. I’m just a little frazzled. Up until a few days ago the worst I had to deal with was vomit on my arcade carpet or a pisshead roughing up one of my machines when they lost all their money. It’s been a bit of a shock to the system.”
“No apology needed. I wish I could say more, but take solace in the fact that your people are performing valiantly.”
“Could you maybe give me some advice on what to do here? We’re surrounded on all sides by more enemies than I can count. I’m one person. How about letting all the other volunteers join together to form an army?”
“It was decided that each human would forge their own way,” Bart replied. Seeing my disappointment, he reached out and held my shoulder; a strangely warm gesture from creatures that were executioners of worlds. “And though I can’t offer you any direct guidance, why not try to break it down? Compartmentalise what it is you need to do and then pick one of the smaller goals. It’s easy to become overwhelmed when you know the numbers you face.”
“Compartmentalise?” I blurted. “It’s all out fucking war!”
“One moment,” said Bart before vanishing. He popped back in far less than a moment. “Ok, I’ve spoken to my supervisor. They’ll allow me to discuss the world just once. Would you like to do that with me now?”
These things were playing loose with their own rules. If they decided to stick rigidly to this one, I might regret using it too early. “Can I bank it for later?”
“Of course!”
“Ok, then that’s what I’ll do. I’m going to sit my arse back down in this chair and compartmentalise this shit.”
“As you wish,” Bart replied. “Will there be anything else?”
“Just… just keep an eye on my dogs, will you? They’ve never been away from me for this long before.”
“I’ll do that, Mark. Try and not worry about them. Trust me. And good luck!”
Good luck? I needed a bloody miracle. Left to my own devices I sank back into the chair, nursing my tea. The one thing I had in my favour that none of the people in the world did was my ‘immortality’. The very worst possibility was I could kill one orc at a time while dying myself. What was a few hundred thousand gruesome deaths between friends anyway? I knew I was being facetious and that it wasn’t worth entertaining, so I put my thinking cap on. There were only two logical targets; the massing orcs to the west and the barbarians at my back. Now that I had a way in to the orc camps, I could do some real damage to their hierarchy. The attack would probably end in my death, but I knew the greenskins were vulnerable to a crushing blow to their morale, so it was worth considering. Daulf and his ogre slaves on the other hand were like a knife whose point was gently pressing between two ribs, preparing for the fatal thrust. If I could stop them, the Dawnstar army would be able to consolidate their forces around the great wall and the citadels to the south-east. 
“Compartmentalise, eh?” I asked as the decision was made. 
The task was no less daunting now we faced a mixed army of barbarians and ogres, but it was the logical choice. My quests updated with a new goal.
Quest – Defeat Daulf Bearbane and halt the advance of the barbarians (Main)
Description – The port city of Ishalon is soon to fall. Travel with all haste and destroy Daulf’s army. 
Reward – Silver Boss Loot Box
+100 Reputation with Dawnstar Alliance
+ 20 Realm Points
Up until that point I’d been feeling like a little boy, lost in a huge shop. Every aisle loomed over me menacingly, offering no hope while disinterested giants walked around me. With my new target, I could finally see my frantic mother appear at the end of the stacked cereals, running towards me with relief. Not that I had parents, but it’s how I felt. 
I banished the chair, finished my cuppa, and headed back to Randulf. Scab was more cheerful than I’d ever seen him as he unlocked the dungeon door. I gave him five more coins to ensure he would have the mother of all hangovers and then another five to get some bread and water to the prisoners.
“They’re thieves an’ killers though,” he warned.
“And they’ll pay for that, Scab. Just do it for me, eh?”
He nodded eagerly and I left him to plot the means of his inebriation. I found Randulf and the commanders looking forlorn in the war room. Each man looked to have aged by a few years since I first met them.
“Did you enjoy talking to Godbert?” Randulf sneered. “I’m sure he was most forthcoming.”
“Not particularly, and you can sort your attitude out before I tell you what’s going to happen,” I replied, staring the marshal down.
“Apologies. I worry for what the future holds after the news you provided.”
“Apology accepted,” I said, moving to the table. “Now, I need to know if you have any more scouts who might be able to move in the forests and pick away at the orcs. We call it guerrilla warfare, I think. Hit and run, that kind of thing.”
“To what end?” Randulf demanded. “They would be massively outnumbered.”
“To slow their advance by a few days. I’m talking small parties of men capable of putting down any of their scouts or individual raiding parties. Your strikes will throw them into chaos and make them doubt their safety. Meanwhile, I’m going to take Sunlith and end the barbarian assault.”
“Just like that?” scoffed one of the men.
I stilled his tongue with a glare and turned my attention back to the marshal. “If we succeed, it means all of your attention can be focused on the two massing armies, correct?”
Randulf rubbed at his beard as he studied the map. “That might work. It would free up many hundreds, perhaps thousands of soldiers. Without the threat of an imminent attack on our flank, we would be all the stronger.” He slapped the table with excitement. “How do you propose to fight this barbarian horde?”
“However I can. Will I get the same welcome as I received here at all the stops between Pitchhollow and the port?”
“That was a mistake which I will always regret. You will be unmolested, you have my word. I’ll let the marshal of Port Ishalon, my brother, know what you are about.”
“Brother?”
“Theodoric Balchester. I know he will be grateful to have a hero on his side.”
“Let’s just hope I can pull it off then,” I replied. “If you need me, I’ll be drunk in one of the taverns. I need to have a bit of a chill before I head out for hell.”
“You’ve earned it, Mark. I’ve informed the vendors that they are to serve you as they would any other and that you have a discount on the goods.”
“Thanks, Marshal. I might see you down in the town for a pint later?”
The men all laughed. I didn’t.
“It has been long and long since I partook with the common folk,” he replied.
“Careful,” I warned. “Those common folk keep people like you fed. Show some gratitude.”
Randulf scowled at me. “Your ways are strange, Mark. We shall strive to be better.”
“Good man. Now I’m going to get wasted with my friends.”
I left my betters to their awkward silence, passing the door guards who tried their best to hide their glee at my dressing down of the marshal. As much as I had enjoyed it, I knew that it wouldn’t do me any good to alienate the man in charge of one third of the kingdom’s defence. Going forward, I’d try to be a little more respectful. 
“That’s gonna be tough,” I sighed, jogging down the steps towards the exit.




OceanofPDF.com

Chapter 43

 A Night To Remember


The first hour inside the low ceilinged tavern was absolute pandemonium. The second hour was marginally calmer, mostly due to Finneus setting up a table of guards near us to make sure we came to no harm. Edric had drained two dozen cups and was asleep on the floor beneath our table, snoring loudly. Sun was only on her third, as was I. The need to get bladdered had passed with each bout of congratulatory praise. I just felt drained if I was being honest with myself. I appreciated their words, but they only served to reinforce how much my actions were integral to their family’s survival.  
The owner of the tavern, Osmer, came over and refilled our drinks. He glanced at the passed out figure under my feet and shook his head with a wry grin. “That fool always dives in when the ale’s flowing. It’ll surely drown him one day.”
I thanked Osmer and returned to my quiet brooding. The flush of energy I felt at finally having a sound course of action had ebbed away. Finneus’s constant scowls had me on edge as well. I noticed he was in a great deal of discomfort as he shifted position on the wooden bench. He was like a fart in a lift; inescapable, tainting the celebration that was taking place with its stench. Finally having enough, I waved him over. His glare intensified as he stood with a grimace of pain.
“Join me,” I said, patting the empty space at my side. Sun gave me a warning look which I brushed off with a subtle shake of my head. I wasn’t looking for trouble here. I slipped Edric’s untouched honeymead over to him and raised my own wooden mug in a toast. “To the people of Kherrash!” 
The crowded bar erupted in unison and even Finneus cracked his mug against mine. “To the people!”
I leaned in close to his ear. “You’ve been giving me the stink eye all night. If you’ve got something to say, get to it.”
He met my challenging gaze and lowered his mug. “I’ve never been thrown from my horse. I still haven’t been thrown from my horse. How did you do it?”
I feigned ignorance. “Do what? You beat it with your whip and it decided to send you a message. It’s nothing to do with me.”
“I felt it… disappear. I thought that perhaps the blow to my head was the cause, but I know that to be false. It was beneath me, and then it wasn’t.”
“That’s generally what happens when you get thrown, Finneus,” I replied nonchalantly. “Now are you going to simmer down and enjoy yourself, or are you going to have a stick up your arse the whole night?”
“What does this mean?” He glowered. “A stick up one’s arse?”
“It means you are too highly strung. You need to relax and enjoy the festivities. If I’m not mistaken, I don’t think this place, or any place for that matter, has had much cause to celebrate for a while.”
“If I’m highly strung, it’s because I take my duty seriously. Everything I hear about you tells me you’re not such a man. Backtalking the marshal no less,” he huffed. “I’d have had you flogged.”
“Well it’s lucky that you’re not in charge, my old mate,” I exclaimed, clapping him on the back. “And how far has your duty got you? You’re cowering here the same as all of them.” 
The conversation was souring by the second but I couldn’t help myself. I fully expected the table to be upended and for us to go a few rounds in the ale and puke soaked sawdust. Finneus tensed, his hands curling into fists. He looked to the adoring patrons who were still talking about my bravery. Sun’s palm was resting on the hilt of her axe.
With a grunt of disgust he jumped to his feet, knocking the table askew and spilling the drinks. “Enjoy yourself this eve. I doubt Daulf will be such an easy target.”
“Probably not, but I’ll fight him nonetheless,” I called as he barged through the patrons. 
He snapped an order at his troops to keep me safe and was lost to the night. 
“He’s a weak man,” Sun warned me.
“He looks strong enough,” I replied. “I was worried I’d have to have a punch-up.”
Sun repeated my words. “A… punch up? You mean a fight with bare knuckles?”
“We call it all sorts. A scrap, a straightener, a ruck, a dust-up. It’s all the same. He looks like he can handle himself. I wouldn’t call him weak.”
“I mean weak in character. He hides it behind his honour, but I can feel it. He’s the type who would take an insult badly and cut someone’s throat while they slept. You need to watch yourself.”
“I’ll bear that in mind. Come the morning, he’ll be forgotten as we ride for the wall.” I almost said that the orcs might take him out while the scouts harried their lines, but that would be a dickish thing to wish for, so I shut up. 
I felt movement under my legs and Edric popped up, blinking erratically, his eyes glazed. “Young master,” he slurred, reaching for the half empty mug. “I’m glad you came to our town.”
“I’m glad too, mate. It looks like you’ve got your second wind, Edric.”
He finished off the ale, belched, then slipped down out of sight again like someone had let the air out of him.
“It seems his second wind has blown itself out,” said Sun, giving him a playful kick.
I crouched down and placed him in the recovery position so he wouldn’t choke to death on his own sick. I shuffled out from behind the table and offered my apologies. “I need to go to bed. This is just a little bit too much for me.”
“Rest well, Mark. I’ll make sure we are ready to ride at first light.” Sun had a gleam in her eye that had only grown following the news of my decision. She figured it was a chance to get revenge. With the numbers of warriors surrounding Daulf, it was more likely a suicide mission for us both. 
“What do I owe you?” I asked Osmer at the bar.
He recoiled as if I was infected with the pox. “Nothing. Your coin will stay firmly in your pocket, sire.”
I made to argue until I saw the set in his jaw. It would be insulting to push further, so I slipped the serving girl a handful of coins as I headed towards the stairs that led up to the tiny bedrooms. By the look on her face I’d given her a king’s ransom. She blushed and curtseyed, pocketing the money before anyone could see. 
Trudging up the creaky steps, the general tumult of the tavern lowered by a few decibels. I pushed through the warped door into my bedroom and found the locals had made it fit for a king. Fresh cut flowers sprouted from a large clay vase, doing their best to fight the smells from the bar below. The boards were still wet from the fierce scrubbing that had taken place. The sheets on the straw mattress were as clean as they had ever been. A lump formed in my throat at the kindness shown by the common folk as Randulf called them. Hearts of gold wrapped within people draped in rags. I poured a small mug of fresh water and looked out of the tiny window. It was actually just a hole with an opened wooden slat that could be secured against the frame to keep out the light and weather. The party had spread out into the shit streaked streets. Several of the homes had opened their doors to strangers, as if my presence was a virus taking over the garrison. Some of the townsfolk noticed me and cheered. I gave them my best royal wave and slipped from sight. 
I left it open after careful thought, letting the revelry from outside warm my soul. I’d lost a part of myself amidst the horror. The humour. The snark. My sarcasm tank was in desperate need of refilling. A good night’s sleep would help massively. With the tavern being a safe zone, I summoned a pair of ear buds to help hold the ruckus at bay. As I made to slip them in, the sounds of celebration died like someone had yanked the speaker cables. In the sudden silence, I had the uncanny feeling I already had the little plugs inserted even though they were still in my hand. I moved to the window and peered out. The dancing had stopped and people were staring up the street. Craning my neck from the window, I saw Randulf and his personal guard approaching from the direction of the keep. He looked like a fish out of water, hesitant and awkward as he studied the people of his home. I noticed the same fear amongst the people at this bewildering appearance that was quite obviously rare, if not unique.
“To Marshal Balchester!” I roared from my window, raising my decidedly non-alcoholic water in his honour. 
The crowd turned towards me, then turned back to their master. “To Marshal Balchester!” they chorused, toasting him with their own drinks or raised fist. 
The subtle apprehension vanished from both factions; the ruler and the ruled. His stern gaze warmed with a smile as he greeted people while walking towards the tavern, making small talk and thanking them for their efforts in the war. I could see in the faces of the people he’d passed that the effort was going a long way. Randulf and the heavily armed entourage passed through into the tavern below my window and I heard the ripple of excitement carry up through the floorboards. 
I popped the earbuds in my pack and created a passably ancient chair in readiness for the inevitable knock on the door. When it came, I was already sitting on the soft bed. “Come in.”
Randulf slipped inside while the guards clinked and clanked outside as they moved into position. I motioned towards the chair and the marshal pulled his cloak in tight and plonked himself down. He looked as wrung out as I did.
“Evening, Marshal.”
“Good evening, Mark,” he replied.
I stood and poured him a mug of water. I guessed Osmer had assumed I would have female company judging by the pair of cups that were waiting for me in my room. After what I’d been through, nothing was further from the truth. When I was stressed, I often preferred to retreat into my own company.  
Randulf took it gratefully.
“They’re just people. You didn’t need to worry,” I explained.
He was full of nervous energy. He rose and walked to the window, bringing another wave of cheers from outside. “I wasn’t sure what to expect,” he replied, toasting their health in turn.
“Can you see how positive your visit’s been? They were happy before, but now they’re going nuts. How long has it been since you walked amongst...” I was about to say your people and stopped myself. “Amongst the people?” I finished.
“Do you consider marching through to war walking amongst them?” he asked.
“Were you on horseback?”
“Of course,” he replied.
“Did you stop at any point and talk to them?”
“I did not.”
“Then no, I don’t consider that walking amongst them.”
“In that case, decades is your answer,” he replied gruffly, slumping back into the chair. “Your customs and manner make my head pound, Englander.”
“I have that effect on people,” I replied. “But now the talk of the town will not only be the crazy stranger, but the marshal who came down from his ivory tower to thank the people. Everyone’s going to be more motivated. They’ll work harder, and when the time comes, they’ll fight harder if that’s your order.”
Randulf glowered at me. “Why do you say fight with such disdain?”
“Because I worry this place will become a graveyard when the orcs finally arrive. If they’ve crushed the fortresses to the west, what chance does Pitchhollow stand?”
“Little,” he replied. “But such is our duty. We need to hold strong so that the great wall can be constructed. Our deaths will ensure many thousands more will survive.”
“As long as I succeed in killing Daulf.”
“Indeed,” Randulf replied.
I wrestled with the knowledge that he was probably correct, as much as it kicked me in the nuts. The greater good or whatever bollocks they called it. A noble sacrifice in the name of ensuring the continuance of an entire race of people. I wasn’t even making the decision and the burden felt like a bag of rocks on my chest. I couldn’t imagine how the marshal was feeling. He maintained the outward façade of inscrutable power, while inside he knew the time of his end was fast approaching. 
“I think I’m starting to understand you, Marshal. Sorry if I’ve been a bit of a dick.”
“Worry not, Mark. As much as my pride is a shield, so too is it a blindfold. Never in my life would I have considered my mere presence would receive such a warm welcome amongst the people. Never in my life would I have sought to forgive desertion, though I have witnessed this thing you call PTSD. I would go as far as to say I’ve experienced it. I’ve never shared this knowledge with anyone,” he whispered, leaning closer, “but there are times I awake with a scream in the dead of night. In my dreams I am trapped with my men as they are slaughtered all around me. I try to save one from the falling blade, only to have two slain at my back. I attempt to give aid, and the one I’d saved is cut down in turn. It haunts me. I think this is what you mean when you say it can become too much for warriors to bear.”
“Even the bravest soldiers have their limit, Marshal,” I replied. “The leaders aren’t immune from the effects. Especially when the commanders are in the thick of battle. That time has long passed in my land.”
Randulf was taken aback by my words. “Your generals don’t fight?”
“No, they send men to fight. It used to be that they would rise through the ranks and earn their position, but often times these days they get into the jobs through political connections rather than combat experience.”
“That sounds like a recipe for failure.”
“Having sycophantic yes men promoted by corrupt fuckwits instead of war fighters? It often is a failure. We have a saying; lions led by donkeys. It wasn’t always like that. There were times when kings rode at the head of their armies.”
“How else could the men draw strength, if not at the sight of their ruler standing at their side?”
“As I said, our wars are far different now. I might tell you about it someday.”
“I’m not too sure I want to hear it,” Randulf replied, finishing the water in a single gulp. After setting the mug down, the marshal looked momentarily lost.
“Was there something else?” I asked.
“I don’t know. I wasn’t even going to mention it, but after you’d left I started to ponder if you might succeed where others have failed.”
“Try me. I’m at your disposal, Marshal.”
He stood up and began pacing the very small room. “On the road to the coast, there’s a mountain pass that houses the Timeless Tower, the home of the Kherrash sorcerers. The elders among them would train apprentices who would then serve under the Dawnstar family as advisors. As the elders fell to age, the apprentices would take their places with all the knowledge they had gained in the world and so the cycle continued.”
“They sound like they’ll be a great help in the war,” I replied, sensing something was amiss.
“They would have been,” agreed Randulf.
“Would’ve? What do you mean?”
“Alwyn, the Arch Sorceress, summoned all of the elders and apprentices back to the Timeless Tower for an audience to discuss the war.”
As the marshal tapered off without continuing, I got a bad feeling in my gut. “What happened?” 
“No one knows. When a fortnight had passed without their return, we sent a party to investigate. It’s as if the place is abandoned.”
“How is it I can help if they aren’t there?” I asked.
“When I say it seems the place is deserted, we have no way of confirming the fact. You see, unless you are invited in, the tower is inaccessible to anyone unless they can fly. The door is magical, only opening when the sorcerers deign to open it. No torches burned on the balconies high above. At night, the place was as dead as a tomb.”
“I can’t fly, marshal,” I warned.
“Oh I know. I just wanted to get some eyes on the place who have the ability to see things that myself and my soldiers might have missed. They’ve probably turned themselves into chickens or something equally as disastrous.”
I had another alternative. “Could the orcs have got past your lines and attacked?”
“There’s no sign of battle. No blood, no bodies, it’s as if they just went up in a puff of smoke. I only ask this of you if you have the time to spare. The diversion will take a day or so, no more.”
At the marshal’s words, a new quest appeared. 
Quest – Magical Mystery Tour (Optional)
Description – Investigate the disappearance of the sorcerers. In a world beset with goblins and orcs, it’s probably sensible to assume the worst. 
Reward – Tattoo (Random)
+ 20 Realm points
“I’ll get it done, Marshal,” I promised.
“Most excellent,” exclaimed Randulf, heading for the door. “And now I’ll allow you to rest. I might try this honeymead that the people seem to rave about so much. I’m normally a wine drinker, but this sweet ale has me intrigued.”
“Watch yourself,” I warned. “It’s deceptively strong.”
“All the more reason to try it,” replied Randulf excitedly. 
I had a sudden epiphany and halted the marshal’s exit. “Do you have anyone else apart from the sorcerers who might be good with dangerous…” how could I put it? “Chemicals? Powders that burn fiercely and hurt people?”
“I do have some scholars who dabble in remedies and poultices. Why?”
“I’ll leave a little package buried between the two saplings to the east that lean towards each other. This stuff I’m burying is extremely dangerous. I’m talking kill-you-dead-if-you-make-a -single-mistake dangerous. Please explain the hazards and if they don’t want to risk it, that’s fine. I’ll leave a note with it too. If they could try and recreate something similar, it might aid in the battles to come. Just make sure they are well away from the garrison when they practice. Find an abandoned home or something nearby.”
He narrowed his eyes at me. “You have me intrigued, Mark. I shall do as you wish. Good hunting. I eagerly await your victorious return.”
And with that, the marshal and his men joined the party below. I removed the chair, slipped in my ear buds, and fell into bed. Sleep was quick in coming.
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Chapter 44

The Morning After


We’d eaten a hearty breakfast of bacon and bread served up by a bleary eyed Osmer who hadn’t even been to sleep. He assured me the takings were more than compensatory for a night without hitting the sack; and if they hadn’t been, the presence of the actual marshal himself for several hours would have made up for it. Patrons were awaking with groans and splitting heads. Edric was long gone, the only signs of his presence under the table a slowly drying puddle of drool in the sawdust. I thanked our gracious host for his hospitality and gave a few words of comfort to the hungover as they staggered past.  
“Shall we hit the merchants before we leave?” I asked Sun as she stepped over a pair of still unconscious figures.
“It would be wise. I’ve ensured we have enough of the basics, but you’re going to get yourself butchered trying to fight my kin in that armour.”
“Hey! You’re in leathers too,” I protested.
“I’m in leather because I can fight in leather,” she explained. “Your steel armour just slows me down.”
“It’ll slow me down too,” I countered.
“It will also help to stop the inevitable blows that you will take. Until you’ve mastered the fine arts of combat, it’s safer for you.”
I didn’t really have an argument to that. And in my time playing online games as the tank, the ability to sustain incoming damage for extended periods of time was the entire point of heavy armour. I’d made my pick of a class that lent itself to that style, so why was I worried about clanking around like the Tin Man? 
“Ok, fine. Where are the shops?”
“The stalls are in the square that we passed through last night. The smithy has their own shop; you can’t miss it. I’ll meet you at the stables when you’re done.”
After Sun had stepped over the fallen revellers sleeping in the gutter, I gave a final wave to Osmer and headed in the direction I vaguely remembered from the previous day. The day’s action had been wrapped up by dinnertime the night before, but now the town square was a bustling hub of trade and barter. 
I passed a vast array of food tents that tried to give me their goods for free. I graciously declined, but promised I’d try their fare after we’d returned from the east. It seemed the keep was as leaky as my porch roof, with the news that we left to face down the barbarians already widely known. My natural inclination was to worry about word getting to Daulf ahead of time. Considering his forces were already well concentrated near the port, I surmised that he was already damn near unreachable. Let the spies do their worst, it didn’t change the quest.
“Mark!” 
I spun round at the shrill cry and found Astrid already flying through the air. I caught her in a tight hug and spun her around. “Hey, you! How’s everyone been? Do you like the garrison?” 
“It’s all so big!” she exclaimed. “I’ve never been to town before.”
“You wait until you see the bigger castles and the great wall. They’ll knock your socks off,” I said as I lowered her to the ground.
“Mother says that we might be leaving soon now that all the food has arrived. Will you be coming with us?” she asked eagerly.
“I can’t at the moment. I’ve got to go somewhere with my friend.”
Disappointment flashed across her face which then quickly turned to fear. “Mother says that you rescued some girls from another village and had to do bad things. Are you going off to fight again?”
“I’ve got to, Astrid. It’s why I’m here.”
She slipped her small hands into mine and scowled at me. “I don’t want you to get hurt. Just come with us and stay safe.” 
I knelt down to meet her face to face. “I’ll make you a promise. Once I’ve done what I need to do, I’ll come and find you, ok? You can give me some more riding lessons, how does that sound?”
“It sounds like you’re just trying to treat me like a child,” she said, pouting. “I’m not stupid.”
“Ok, that was a bit too obvious, and I forgot how clever you are. I just wanted to stop you worrying, that’s all.”
“Well it didn’t work,” she replied, giving my hands a punishing squeeze that made me chuckle.
“Listen, I’ve got a few tricks up my sleeve. Like the way I helped you.” I stood and led her into the muddy alley between two of the homes. “I’ve got magic,” I continued, withdrawing a torch from my pack that caused her to flinch. I put it away just as quickly and her eyes widened. “You see? I’m not in danger.” 
“You’re a sorcerer,” she gasped.
“Not really. I just have some special gifts. Can you maybe stop worrying now?”
She nodded enthusiastically. “I think so. I mean, I’ll still worry, just because… But, I think you’ll be safe. Mostly.”
“Good girl,” I replied, giving her a final hug. “And I was serious about those lessons.”
“I’ll teach you how to jump Lady!” 
“I’d like that.”
“Astrid?” came a worried cry from the rowdy square.
“I’m here, Mother!” Astrid yelled then turned back to me. “I’d better go. She’s looking for some new clothes after… well, you know.”
“Take this to help her pay for it,” I said, dropping a stack of coins into her open palm. I had no idea of the relevant value, but it would surely be enough to get her kitted out in something comfortable. “And now I need to go and find some armour.”
“Like a knight?” 
I followed as she made her way back to the market. “Yeah, just like a knight. Except knights aren’t meant to be scared of their horses.”
“You won’t be once I’m done teaching you,” she said, giving me one last squeeze before running off to join her mother. 
I gave Magda a cheerful wave, only to be ignored as she pulled Astrid away. It was plain that she still didn’t quite trust what I was and how I’d brought her daughter back. I tried to put myself in their shoes. This was a period akin to medieval England, with all the fears and superstitions borne of a lack of knowledge. Magical scrolls provided as loot by an interdimensional species that could traverse time and space was a few steps too far by way of an explanation. I’d be trussed and burning on a stake by lunchtime. 
It hurt me to see the same mistrust of me in her eyes when she looked at her daughter. Necromancer was a word I’d heard in hushed whispers on the journey to Pitchhollow, and in a way it was true, wasn’t it? I’d gained ascendency over death, if only for the briefest of periods. Knowing that time was the only way to heal their relationship, I put it out of mind and headed for the clash of metal on metal. Even if the chimney hadn’t been spewing a cloud of smoke, the heat emanating from the back wall of the smithy as I passed would’ve been enough to identify it. The stonework was stained with leeching soot from the flue. I found the frontage wide open and a young woman working the anvil with a hammer almost as big as her head.
“Help you?” she asked, wiping the streaming sweat from her eyes. 
My closet chauvinist came crashing through the wardrobe doors as I stood staring at her for a few uncomfortable seconds.
“Have I grown a horn I don’t know about?” she snapped, glaring at me.
“I’m sorry. It’s just I didn’t think this was…” I stopped myself before I could dive fully into the mantle of unbridled sexist arsehole.
“Women’s work?” she demanded, pushing my sorry arse straight into the shit.
“That doesn’t sound any better with you saying it,” I mumbled. “I’m not normally a wanker.”
She twirled her hammer and went back to work on the chest plate. “Forget it. Do you think you’re the only one who has been surprised to see a woman hammering steel? What are you looking for?”
That was a great question. What was I looking for? There were all manner of display pieces hanging from chains on the opposite wall from the forge itself. Thin chainmail, thicker chainmail, plain helms, horned helms, greaves, gauntlets, everything I could remember from looting corpses in RPG games and then some. The typical paladin was bedecked with holy armour that glowed with divine light. The gear on display was exquisitely crafted, but the only glow would be from reflected torches and sunlight. Of course they wouldn’t have enchanted armour. I’d need to count on looting bosses for that.
“I’d like a full suit of armour, I guess?”
“I can start work at the end of the month. If we’re still alive, that is. I take coin up front, not that I don’t trust someone who comes into my shop and insults me, I just don’t trust anyone.”
All I’d heard was the timeframe. “A month?”
“Were you dropped on your head a lot as a child? Yes, a month. Then another six after I’ve taken your sizes.”
“Seven months?” I exclaimed.
“He can add numbers too! There’s no stopping you now, hero.”
“You know who I am?”
She wiped a damp cloth across her face only for the beads of sweat to immediately reform. “Everyone knows. All we’ve been hearing of is death for months, and then you come along looking pretty with a rescued village in tow. And then a few days later you come wandering back with a gaggle of lost girls who’d been at the mercy of a sizeable force of soldiers. I’d be surprised if Milton Dawnstar himself wasn’t reading a message from the leg of a crow about you as we speak.”
I didn’t quite know how to feel about that and it hadn’t escaped my attention that she called me pretty. When everyone around you toils in the dirt and ends up filthy, I guessed a stranger with a fresh haircut and passably clean clothes was something of note. I thought back to the enchanted ring which now adorned my finger and the way it had altered its size to fit. “Do you have a set of full plate? Is that what you’d call it?”
“Heavy armour, yes? The whole body covered?”
“Yeah.”
“Then yes, but it won’t fit you. I need your sizes to hammer it to your body shape, as pretty as that is too.”
Ok, this was getting weird. Beneath the sweat and grime she was undoubtedly an attractive woman. I had a drinking buddy back in the real world who was a farrier, and it was an ongoing joke that he looked like a perpetual masturbator due to the difference in size between his right and left arms. This woman was firm bodied, without the lop-sidedness to her figure. As I continued to stare, she shifted position and tossed the hammer into her left hand before continuing her metalworking drumbeat.
“Ahh, you’re ambidextrous?”
“I’m what?” she asked, threatening me with the hammer. “Is that another insult from your land?”
“No, of course not,” I blustered. “It just means you use both hands.”
“I’ve got two hands, of course I use them both.”
“No, I mean, yes, of course you do. It just means that you don’t have a dominant hand. Like if I tried to swing the hammer with my right hand, I’d end up smashing myself to bits.”
“Seven months,” she repeated, ignoring my explanation.
“Can we start over. I’m Mark.”
“I know,” she said, looking up at me without breaking her rhythm.
“And you are?”
“Hilde. Egbert, my father, would normally be helping, but I expect he is still asleep in Osmer’s tavern thanks to you.”
I thought of all the comatose patrons, trying to figure which one might’ve been Egbert. “Is he a big man?”
Her withering look answered the question. 
“Yes, anyway. Might I look at a full suit? Just in case it fits.”
“Even if it did, you haven’t been sized for your arming doublet and chainmail.”
“My what?”
Hilde smacked the hammer down in frustration. “This is taking up valuable time I don’t have. There’s a war coming. I don’t have time to humour imbeciles. Just go through into the storage area and take a look. If you break it, you buy it.”
“Storage area?” 
Her hammer pointed the way. I left the surly woman to her work and ducked through the door. The small frontage was backed with a long building lined with racks and medieval mannequins. I still had no idea what a doublet was, but the gleaming suits of plate were all mounted on straw men with a scrawled charcoal name on them. I assumed these were the items that had been properly sized to the future wearer. On a long table running down the centre of the room were stacks of padded clothing and thousands of tiny steel links forged into suits of chainmail. 
“Is that what she meant?” I mused, picking one of the fabric garments up. 
The cloth suits had a variety of tassels and fixing points hanging from them. 
“Of course!” I exclaimed as the obvious revealed itself. I’d hate to imagine the chafing that would be caused from bare metal on skin. “They go under the armour!” I called. 
All I got in return was a missed stroke and an annoyed sigh before the hammering recommenced. I tried my best to not take it personally. There was a war coming, and soon. It must’ve been really stressful to be working alone, knowing each piece of your work was a potential lifesaver in the coming conflict. 
I found a dark grey suit and checked Hilde wasn’t watching as I stashed it in my inventory. With a thought, my light, airy shirt was gone, replaced with the padded undergarment. I’d picked one that was two sizes too large as an experiment, yet upon equipping it the fabric hugged me perfectly. I slipped on a topcoat of chainmail that was remarkably light.
“Now for the real test,” I whispered, finding a finely crafted set of plate without an owner.
It disappeared into my pack, broken down into a list of items that made my head spin. Words like cuisse, plackart, couter, and a dozen more besides were assigned to the individual pieces. Fortunately for me, the system didn’t require a one-by-one approach and treated the entire thing as simplistically as possible; boots, legs, torso, arms, and finally the helmet. I mass selected the entire thing and the room darkened markedly as the steel wrapped around my body. I’d been expecting the weight to slow me down, but whether it was a game quirk or my increased strength, I hardly even noticed it. I tested the flexibility by crouching, twisting, turning and waving. 
“How?” gasped Hilde from the door.
Uhoh! I spun round “Hi. Can I take this one?” I asked, blundering towards her. 
“I leave you for a few minutes and you manage to fit your own armour?” she muttered, looking into the shadows for any accomplices.
“Erm, practice I guess?” I offered weakly.
“I might be a simple smith, but I’m not simple. Tell your friends to step out or I’ll hammer the suit flat with you still inside it,” she warned, raising the hammer. 
I had no doubt she could tenderise me if she had a mind to. “There are no friends, Hilde. I’m alone. I was just after some armour.”
“Don’t test me, hero. I am in no mood for stupid games,” Hilde replied, taking a step towards me.
“Fine!” I snapped, finally tiring of her hostility. “But you’d better steady yourself.”
“Why? Because I’m a woman?” she asked.
I changed my outfit back to my Cary Elwes shirt and Hilde’s hammer fell to the floor. “What is this?” she demanded.
I switched back to the armour, the individual pieces settling with a gentle clatter as they hit my body. 
“Magic?” she gasped.
“Not magic, just one of my tricks. One of my secrets. Please don’t tell anyone, they already think I’m a necromantic freak.”
To my surprise, her hostility waned and she raised an eyebrow. “So you’re saying the story about you bringing a girl back from the dead is a lie?”
Jesus Christ, did everyone know? “It’s only a lie that…” 
“Go on,” Hilde urged as I faltered.
“I did bring her back. But it wasn’t anything evil like necromancy. It was more… lifeomancy. I’m not a bad person.”
“I never said you were. Sun seems to think very highly of you too,” she replied.
“You know Sun?”
“The six and a half foot tall, heavily tattooed barbarian woman? No, of course I don’t. She blends in with any of the mousy serving wenches.”
I laughed, deciding I liked this no-nonsense blacksmith. “How much for the armour?”
“I’ll bet most people have been fawning over you, telling you that your coin is no good.”
“Maybe,” I replied. “And in your shop?”
“Your coin is perfectly fine in here. One hundred and fifty silver for the armour. Twenty for the mail. Ten for the doublet.”
I changed out of the armour and cleared a space on the table; that much money would just end up scattering across the floor if I tried to put it directly into her hands. Hilde watched me through narrowed eyes as the coins tumbled from nowhere into a neat pile. “There’s two hundred. The extra bit is to apologise for the shock.”
“I don’t need your charity,” she replied. “I’ll use it as a down payment on your next suit or weapon.” Nudging past me, Hilde swept the coins into the front pocket of her leather apron.
“Do I get a receipt?”
“A what?”
“A receipt. A bill of sale? In case I’m not happy with the purchase and want to bring it back? I don’t know if it will hold up well in battle.”
Hilde’s face flushed with anger, her fists clenched.
“I’m joking!” I laughed, backing away. “Just joking. Don’t take it to heart.”
“If I wanted a jester in my shop, I’d have chained the fool who used to come with the carnival every summer.”
“But was he as pretty as me?” I asked, making for the exit.
“After I’ve worked you over with this, yes,” she said as she picked up her discarded tool, a faint smile curling her lips. “He could juggle too.”
“Thanks, Hilde!” I ran to find Sun before the smith changed her mind and went at me with the hammer.
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Chapter 45

Mixmaster Mark


Our journey had wound through sparse woodland and wide, open fields whose crops swayed in the wind. Being behind the proverbial shield provided by Pitchhollow, the farmers were doing the same as Romund’s people and trying to gather as much stock as possible before retreating behind the safety of walls. We came upon a fork in the road as dusk began to settle. A helpful sign pointed us towards the waiting port and Milton Dawnstar’s citadel to the south. What wasn’t displayed, except for on my minimap, was the direction to the sorcerer’s tower. Pulling on the reins, I guided Bolt to the left and trotted on for a short while.  
“Through there seems a good place to rest,” suggested Sun, having picked out a small clearing on her own map. 
We dismounted and guided our horses through a small grouping of young trees. The grass was lush and green, so we let them both run around and find the best spot to graze. 
“We should make the tower by mid-morning,” Sun explained, her eyes flashing over the unseen map on her screen.
“Let’s hope they haven’t laid any fireball traps for us to stumble through,” I replied.
“The stakes and oil in the caves were bad enough,” she muttered. “Cowardly things.”
“But useful,” I countered. “Like the pitfalls around the garrison.”
“I’d prefer to face them in an open field.”
“Most people aren’t like that. Not everyone loves to fight.”
“Then they weren’t raised well,” she scoffed, setting to work on the firepit. 
I chuckled and began to gather as much dry wood as I could find. I took a peek in my inventory as I was walking around and realised I needed to start using my materials. True, I’d managed to poison myself once, but that was an accident and I wasn’t about to start nibbling on anything else. I returned to the clearing and dropped the timber. “Sun, would you mind if I had a play with some of my crafting items? I might be able to make something useful.”
“Go ahead. Anything heavy and dangerous is mine.”
“You got it!” I called, settling in a shaded patch of soft grass. 
I opened the Basic crafting box (bronze) and a deluge of basic cloths and goods filled my pack, as well as a crafting table. Looking over the contents, it was just the same as most game RPGs where you started by creating clothing that was only good to sell or dump. The options also included linen bandages which would give healing over and above what a tightly bound wound would normally provide. With my shield, it was largely redundant. I switched over to my looted materials from the dungeon and world so far. 
“Eww,” I muttered, spying the rat fur. 
My first thought was whether I would need to put the bench out and physically go to work on the filthy hair. I found the submenu and activated the rat fur loincloth option. 
“Oh, thank god,” I sighed as a small bar slowly progressed to completion and a cheery ping echoed in my mind. 
Retrieving it from my pack, it dropped to the ground a safe distance away. The greasy covering of fur on the briefs were crawling with lice or something worse that didn’t bear thinking about. I checked the description that promised eight percent more comfort, compared it to the overall vileness of the underwear, and put them away again before making a dozen more pairs and twenty rolls of bandages. 
My character tab flashed with the news of my increase to level 2 in crafting. So far, I hadn’t found anything remotely useful, but such was the way of lower levels. I used the remainder of the fur and cloth to make a heap more loincloths, some pantaloons, and a few shirts. Not unexpectedly, their value to my experience was limited and the level bar had only gotten teasingly close to level 3 for my efforts. 
“What about you?” I asked, looking at the matriarch bile and matriarch fang. 
The crafting box gave me the option to grind the fangs to powder, so I did it for the entire stock I held. Either the aliens had very little faith in us, or Bart had dumbed it down for me, the slots in my crafting menu self-filled with the potential mixtures. I added the powder to the bile and it suggested adding a healing potion. As reluctant as I was to waste one, my inquisitive nature wasn’t to be ignored. With a slowly filling bar and a ping the result dropped into my pack. 
Item – Potion of Disease (common) 
Type – Weapon (Taint, thrown, augment)
Description – This vile concoction has a chance to apply disease debuff to the target. Can be used to taint items or food, thrown as a projectile which will coat the enemy, or provide a short duration weapon augmentation (15 minutes). 
Requirements – None 
Effect – Disease on target (subject to resistances)
Misc - None
Now that was something useful. As much as I tried to forget, I could still remember the feeling of utter helplessness when Bommy had me afflicted with disease and beat the living snot out of me. It mentioned nothing about boss immunity, only a general note on resistances. If I could bring down a powerful foe to a more reasonable level, it might mean the difference between life and death. Figuring what the hell, I made four more and popped them in my quick slot bar. 
“What else is there?” I asked, digitally rummaging on my HUD. “Ooh, I remember this.”
The silkweb gossamer had dropped from the webspinner’s food source. Before the memory of their partly eaten forms could twist my gut, I forced them out of my head by concentrating on the table before me. My increase in wisdom had opened up the creation of a set of armour. I had enough to make three complete sets, so I stacked them and sat back to wait. 
Sun was watching me from the firepit. 
“Nothing heavy so far!” I called.
“Try harder!” she called back.
“It’s not like I’ve got stacks of steel and wood that I can craft into a battle-axe!”
She looked away with a disappointed shake of her head.
My skill rose with a double ding as the job completed. Level 5 flashed briefly on my viewscreen as I activated the armour set. My comfy black Elwes garb vanished, replaced by a light and airy white set. I didn’t know what I’d been expecting. Actually, that was a lie. I had been expecting frilly, see-through, negligee style clothing made of poorly stitched, loose  webbing. What I had instead was a faintly shimmering shirt and trousers that looked to be made of actual silk. Unfortunately, there was no seventies music playing where I could throw out some disco fingers or a quick YMCA. 
Sun burst out laughing at my Saturday Night Fever getup and I gave her the finger before checking the set out.
Item – Silkweb Armour Set (uncommon) 
Type – Light Armour
Description – Don’t let the glossy exterior fool you, this is one of the best starter sets for a rogue. When in stealth mode, the material acts like the skin of a chameleon and changes to suit the surroundings. Don’t ask us how, we didn’t make it.
Requirements – Strength 6 Dexterity 6 
Effect – The lightweight material decreases your body weight, greatly reducing movement noise. 
Increased crit modifier for assassination.
Misc – Increased resistance to slashing damage
“Cool.” I jumped up and moved closer to the trees. True enough, the white seemed to absorb the colours around me, slowly phasing into a style akin to jungle camo. 
“Ok, I take my laugh back!” Sun informed me as she hammered the cooking frame into the mud.
I gave her a thumbs up instead of the middle finger this time. Moving back to my little patch, I swapped over to The Princess Bride outfit and reopened the menu. I’d moved past the chaff and was now into the good stuff. I checked out the orc skin and all it provided was more armour choices, similar to a heavy leather. 
“Do you want an orcskin armour set?” I asked Sun. 
She returned my single fingered gesture and carried on with her tasks. 
“Guess that’s a no.” I would probably craft some later, if only for the experience. With my class choice, I had no real need for a medium weight armour set. On top of that, knowing where it came from was gross and macabre. I’d look down and see the purple growths and wonder if that part had been taken from an orcish arse crack. No thank you very much!
Two items were left. I picked the Spider Queen Silkweb Gossamer first, and there was only one option available. I set my unseen table to work and settled back to wait for it to complete, a wave of excitement rippling through me. Thirty seconds later, my HUD both pinged and dinged as the creation ticked me up a level. I opened the item description. 
Item – Shinara’s Snare (rare) 
Type – Support Item (Crowd Control)
Description – Acts in a similar fashion to the spell – Webslinger. This small, egg-shaped object will burst and create a covering of sticky webbing on the surface or creature it strikes.
Requirements – None
Effect – Binds or slows enemies that come into contact with the webbing (5 minutes duration)
Misc – Some enemies are immune to the effects
“Now we’re getting somewhere,” I said, a smile plastered over my face. I could flee for my miserable life and toss the little white grenade over my shoulder to make good my escape. I couldn’t help myself, such was the excitement.
“Sun, watch this!” I called, throwing the snare into the branches above my head. Upon touching the edge of a single, fluttering leaf, the item activated and splurged white strands all over the tree. It looked like a mixture between a winter’s kiss and an embarrassing accident I’d had when I was younger, but the less said about that the better. 
“What is it?” she asked. 
“A kind of trap. Enemies will stick to it.”
“That will be useful. The food’s nearly ready.”
“One more thing to go, then I’ll be over!”
She nodded and went back to turning the sizzling meat. 
In my pack, Malkar’s Teeth waited for me. The festering fangs and larger tusks were vile enough to look at as an image turning slowly on my HUD, without holding them in my hands. The bloody roots were about the only thing that wasn’t pocked and pitted with black rot. How the lunatic creature had actually enjoyed the toothache was beyond my comprehension. I’d had a cavity once and the agony had robbed me of both my sleep and dignity as I sobbed into my pillow. The only step open to me was grinding them down. What resulted was more a paste than the powder I’d received from the rodent fangs. This gave me the option to mix it with another of my health potions. I didn’t understand how something designed to help could be combined with something designed to maim, but I didn’t make the rules. The resulting vial popped into my inventory.
Item – Potion of Decay (rare) 
Type – Weapon (Thrown)
Description – After coming into contact with this liquid, the enemy has the decay debuff applied. 
Requirements – None
Effect – Applies Decay to target
Misc – Ethereal/Undead enemies are immune to Decay
“So what does it do?” I asked, pulling up the description.
Affliction – Decay
Description – The targeted creature is stricken with a weakening rot that breaks down their body, making them more susceptible to attack. While suffering from decay, all damage received by the enemy is multiplied by a factor of three.
Duration – 15 minutes
Considering the bosses I was likely to face, that potion would come in very handy. I pictured one of the demon lords of Hellscape Nightmare looking at me with puzzlement as their wings and other extremities shrivelled and fell off. Or a Tyrannosaurus Rex falling over its own mouldering legs on Prehistoric Pandemonium, trying to use the little, comic, stick arms to push itself upright. Granted, being attacked by either was unlikely to give me much chance to see the funny side, but I still grinned stupidly in the glade.
“All done!” I called, jumping to my feet and making for the fire. 
I had a new achievement, so I quickly opened it so I could settle down to a meal followed by combat training and reading lessons.
Achievement Unlocked – Little (Crafting) Shop of Horrors
Description – You’ve successfully used your crafting table to create items. Though lacking the name recognition of Leonardo da Vinci or Archimedes, you and your inventions will still be made famous by their use. 
You will discover more craftables as you progress through the worlds. Practice makes perfect!
Reward – Increased loot from enemy. Low chance for cross species items to drop.
“Did you make anything useful?” asked Sun.
“Nothing heavy, but some of the gear seems quite dangerous,” I replied, settling by the crackling fire in the pit. 
Bolt and Duke had found their own quiet spot and had started to doze as I tucked in to my food. “We’re going to practice more of the basic words tonight, ok?”
Sun nodded, her lips curling into a smile. I’d hated school in my own life, and it made me realise what an idiot I’d been. There were people who didn’t have the luxury of a classroom, let alone a willing teacher. This warrioress was soaking up my knowledge like a sponge, ever keen for more. If only the kids back in the good old United Kingdom appreciated the opportunity they were given, there might not be such a decline in reading and writing. It was a crying shame.
“Some hope,” I muttered, biting off a chunk of cheese that no longer made me gag.
I wolfed down the rest of my food, eager to get started. I laughed when I noticed Sun doing the same, a hungry glint in her eyes. 
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Chapter 46

A Long Way Down


The rest of the way had been relatively easy going aside from a couple of narrow passes and some loose scree that had crumbled down one of the smaller hillsides. Nothing of the inconspicuous mountain trail gave a hint that the fantastical waited for the traveller upon reaching its end. Sun had grown increasingly agitated as we neared the unseen tower. In the lands of the barbarians, magic was only a ruse used by chancers to gain favour with the clan leaders; herbal remedies and prognostication which was a politer way of saying guesswork. 
“Did you want to wait here for me?” I asked when we stumbled across a lonely home built from layers of flat stone. I could see from the open door that it was abandoned, or at least unused at the present moment. There was a wooden rail to which one could attach the reins of their horses and I wondered if this was like one of the places I’d seen in some westerns. Like a refuge built for any traveller in bleak, inhospitable places where they could rest and get warm. 
“No. We stay together.”
She trotted on, ending the conversation. She kept to the front, as if needing to be the one to reach the goal first. I wasn’t sure what caused her growing anxiety when I myself had certain gifts that were magical in nature. Either Sun would open up to me in time, or she wouldn’t. Such was the way of the taciturn barbarian warrioress.
The trail wound upwards in a zigzag fashion before skirting a sharp outcrop that pushed my vertigo to the limit. The path was wide enough for a wagon and a half, but I stared over the edge and my head started to spin. The forest we’d passed through was a thousand feet below, the canopies of the trees coated in a mist that ran from the mountain like milk. One landslide and we would be shattered against the jagged rockface until nothing of us remained to reach the ground below.
“Stop looking. You do yourself no good.” 
I whipped my head around to see Sun facing me. Our destination lay behind her, utterly incredible in its imposing form. When the marshal had said it was a simple tower on another outcrop of mountain, I wasn’t expecting something that soared hundreds of feet into the air. It’s top floor was wrapped in a faint dusting of cloud. 
“Holy shit!” I exclaimed as I craned my neck skywards. “How the hell did they ever build it out there?”
“You can ask them if they answer the door.”
“I don’t see any door…” I said, marvelling at the sight. 
My astonishment at the construction also came from the fact that the Timeless Tower was only accessible by a rickety rope bridge that had seen better days many years ago. It spanned almost a hundred and fifty feet at a rough guess and I wondered if it would hold my weight, let alone that of our entire party. At least we could stow the horses safely out of the way before we crossed. Quite how it had ever supported the passage of the thousands of blocks and assorted material required to build the incredible edifice was a mystery. 
“Time’s wasting. It’ll be dark in a few hours and I’d like to be back on solid ground.”
I looked down at the grey rock beneath Bolt’s hooves. “Looks pretty solid to me.”
“I’m talking about the relative position, not the strength of the stone.”
“You’re afraid of heights too?” I asked with surprise.
“I’m not afraid of anything. I just prefer to be on even ground where the air tastes like air.”
I took a couple of gulps of the refreshingly clean atmosphere. “Tastes better than street shite of Pitchhollow.”
“Why would you eat it?” she asked. “Just kick it aside and walk on.”
“No!” I protested. “I’m talking about the way the smell sticks in your throat. It’s like you need a stiff drink to wash the flavour out.” 
“You get used to it,” she replied fondly. “This air is bland. It has no essence to it.”
“I’d sooner have this and a risk of death by falling than the tang of urine following me everywhere I go. That stuff gets into your clothes.”
“You can wash, you know?”
“Very funny. Personal hygiene in this time period is…” My mouth snapped shut.
I glanced side-eye and found Sun staring at me.
“Once this is done, you can tell me about your strange world, Godspawn,” she said. 
I reminded myself that I’d promised truth all the way. “I will, Sun. It might be a little hard to understand. I come from a very different place.”
“I’ll do my best,” she replied as we reached the bridge.
Up close it was even worse than I’d feared. The ropes holding the entire thing together were fraying to the point a mean word would have them snapping. More of the wooden boards lay in the scree lined valley hundreds of feet below than remained attached to the bridge. There were sections that would require almost gymnastic style splits to reach from one to the other. 
“Erm, after you?” I offered.
Sun climbed down from Duke and stashed him in her pack. Bolt vanished from beneath me, sending me crashing into the dust. I picked myself up and rubbed at my clothes.
“Is that a no?” I groaned.
“You’re Godspawn,” she replied. “I’ll follow once you’re across.”
“I can still fall you know?”
“I feel you have a better chance of surviving it than I would.”
Gingerly approaching the sheer drop at the edge of the bridge, I looked down and immediately regretted it. The fangs of rock below were calling on me to fall and impale myself; to share my fluids with the parched stone. “How would I survive that?” I blurted.
“Godspawn,” she repeated, as if that was the only answer needed. She pointed towards the sun. “The day is wasting. Hurry up.”
“You’re awfully pushy for a servant,” I grunted.
“Call me a servant again and you’ll see how pushy I can be,” she warned, reaching towards my back with open hands.
I dodged away from the edge. “Don’t even play! That’s how accidents happen!”
“If I pushed you, it wouldn’t be an accident, would it?”
“Fair point,” I sighed, approaching the bridge. 
A pair of knots from the first plank were lost to the shrinkage in the wood, giving the impression of staring, vacant eyes. Instead of the colourful orbs, it was death looking up at me from below. 
“Why is the first step always the hardest?” I asked.
“Fear,” Sun said bluntly.
“I know that. I mean… you know what, never mind.” I held tightly to the ropes and stepped onto the plank. The sudden application of my weight caused the entire thing to shake and I expected to plummet to my doom while Sun stared over the edge. When I was still safely aloft after a few moments, I let out my breath and took the next. The thick planks were weakened with rot and I could feel the give as I stood on them. Opting to walk splay legged to at least have the emergency provision of their hempen anchors, I John Wayne’d my way to the middle. Now that I was far from the fixing points, the wind and my shifting weight caused the bridge to start rocking like a hammock. 
“Oh shit, oh shit, oh shit!” I muttered, holding on for dear life.
“You ok over there?” asked Sun as she floated past me. 
I almost tipped over the edge in shock as she tossed handfuls of gravel out into nowhere and followed their skittering path. 
“What in The Last Crusade is this shit?” I yelled. 
Sun shrugged and continued across. “Magic bridge.” 
“How did you even find the thing?” I called as she easily reached the other side, leaving me swinging in the wind.
“I noticed a couple of stones that were stuck in the air, so I kicked a few more out into the nothingness. They showed a path that I couldn’t see before.”
“Great!” I snapped, the vertigo beginning to tighten a band across my chest.
“Close your eyes and take deep breaths, Mark,” Sun advised, speaking slowly.
I did as she asked, closing off the world. 
“Just breathe, nice and slow,” she encouraged. “Nice… And… Slow.”
My heart slowed from three hundred BPM to about two-fifty. In the darkness, I pictured the boards of the tavern bedroom beneath my feet and imagined the swaying was down to the three strong ales I’d drunk.
“I’ll guide you. You’re fine for about half of the rest of the way, but then you’ll need to open your eyes,” Sun explained. “Breathe slow, and reach with your foot. Keep tight hold of the rope.”
Now that my eyes were closed, I wondered if I’d be able to open them when the time came. I followed Sun’s advice, taking it one step at a time. 
“The boards are sturdy,” she told me. “They will hold.”
To my eternal relief, I was well into the upward slant of the bridge when she finally barked out for me to stop.
“Open your eyes, Mark. You’ve got gaps to cross.”
That sounded like the worst thing in the world and I shook my head.
“Stop being an infant,” she demanded. “Open your eyes!”
The change in tone was exactly what I needed. No amount of gentle cajoling could’ve pried my lids apart, but her stern order peeled them open. I squinted in the daylight which gave my eyes, and more importantly mind, time to adjust and take in the sizeable gap awaiting me. Like the movies where the cameraman does the weird zoom trick, sending the near racing far away, the planks retreated in my vision. The vertigo returned with a vengeance. 
“Don’t look down!” Sun yelled, snapping my head up. She waited at the end of the bridge. “Eyes on me! Find the gap on the edge of what your eyes can see, that way you won’t need to worry about anything else.”
“You mean the fall?”
“On the edge of your vision!” she repeated, firmly. “There is no fall. It’s just a bridge over a gently running river. Now shut your mouth and move!”
I kept my hands gripped tightly on the ropes while I leaned forward, extending my leg. By the time my toes touched wood, my tendons were burning from the stretch. 
“Good! Now push off with your back foot!”
Seconds passed, and with each tick I felt my resolve failing. Beneath my stretched out crotch was a long fall, not soft water. I’d have plenty of time to think on what was coming as the rocks raced up to meet me.
“Move your fucking ass!” Sun snapped.
I flinched. Which triggered the bridge to shake. Which almost made me shit myself. Which also had the effect of giving me a hefty kick up the backside and got me moving. I gave up on the slow going and just ran full tilt on my tiptoes, barely making contact with the weak boards as I flew up the incline. I dived the last few feet, expecting a Hollywood collapse to follow in my wake. The day remained unnaturally quiet as I lay cowering. I opened my eyes, finding Sun’s toes, and higher up as I tilted my head, her scowling figure.
“Good. Now get up.”
I stayed on the solid rock where I was. “Did you just say fucking?”
“I’ve heard you use it as an expression of anger. I was angry with you.”
“Why were you angry?” I grumbled, rising to my feet with her help. “I was the one in danger.”
“I was angry because you are the one who is supposed to understand magic. Of course the sorcerers would have a safe way to access their home.”
“I’ll try and do better in the future,” I replied sourly, keeping my back firmly turned away from the dangerous crossing. 
“What now?” she asked. 
I had no bloody idea. The tower was even more awe inspiring now that we stood before it. I judged the base to be roughly one hundred feet wide, tapering slightly as it rose. A quick circuit of the outer wall revealed nothing except for a set of stone steps leading up to bare stone. Knowing the sorcerer’s obvious skill in illusion, I jogged up them and patted on the very real, very solid blocks which barred our way. 
“Well, shit,” I sighed.
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Chapter 47

Cat Burglar


“What do we do then?” asked Sun. “Do we head back down?” 
“I don’t know. I guess we don’t have much choice.”
“Can you fly with your magic?” 
“If I could fly, would I have been so terrified on the bridge?” I replied sardonically.
“No. You were almost crying.”
I ignored her teasing almost-smile and walked alone around the perimeter again. I guessed there was some kind of spell or incantation that would allow access. Either that or the bouncer would look down from on high and decide whose names were on the list. As it stood, neither myself nor Sun were wanted. I narrowed my eyes and looked skywards. The first balconies were so high it would take one of Pitchhollow’s pines to reach it in ladder form. A grappling hook on a rope thrown with my increased strength would clatter against the stone less than halfway to its target. 
Placing my hand on the stone, I said, “Klaatu Barada Necktie!”
Nothing. Not even a tremor.
“Is that more of your magic?” asked Sun.
“Groovy,” I replied, winking, before turning back to the impenetrable stone.
“What?”
“Open sesame!”
Nada. Zip. Zilch.
“What is this foolishness, Mark?”
“I’m just trying to think.”
“While acting the fool?”
“Yeah, a little.” I scratched at the mortar joints which were just as solid as the stone itself. There was most definitely an enchantment at work here as no matter how hard I dug my fingernail in, not even a speck of dust could be scraped free. Trying with the point of my dagger yielded nothing. Not even a grain of sand. I reached higher and tried the same thing, to no avail. When I tried to pull my finger away, I felt a tug of resistance. “What the hell is that?” I mused, trying to repeat the effect. This time I put my whole palm on the stone, and once again it didn’t want to let go until I thought about it letting go. Turning my hand over, I leaned in close and found thousands of tiny hairs sprouting from the skin. I’d heard all the jokes in the world, and my eyesight wasn’t exactly 20/20, but I only rubbed out a normal amount for someone my age. 
“What is it?” asked Sun, her head appearing next to mine as she studied the abnormality.
“I don’t know,” I replied. 
Checking through my abilities, only one stood out from the Lock of Shinara’s Hair and I pulled it up.
Ability – Arachnid Setules
Description - Microscopic hairs appear on the bearer’s hands and feet. These hairs have thousands of even smaller filaments and provide van der Waals electrostatic forces.
Effect – Provide adhesion to any surface. 
“No way!” I blurted, stashing my shoes.
“What is it?” 
“If I’m not mistaken…” I said, using the flat of my hands and balls of my feet to crawl up the first few feet of wall.
“How are you doing that?” Sun gasped.
“It’s one of the abilities I received from a boss drop. I have the same type of hairs that spiders do,” I replied, climbing a few feet higher.
“Come down from there!” she demanded.
“Why?” I asked, lowering myself to within reach.
“I want to try something.” Sun jumped and grasped my legs. The effect was lost under the extra weight and we both fell in a heap to the cold stone.
“Hmm. This looks to be a quest for you alone,” she said, dusting herself down.
I climbed to my feet with a groan. “You could’ve warned me you were going to grab me. I might’ve been able to hold on tighter or something and taken both our weight.”
“Mark, your hands were flat to the wall. What else could you have held on to?”
“I don’t know. Let me try again, but this time just wrap your arms around my neck and jump on my back,” I replied, sticking myself to the wall at a safer height.
Sun climbed on my back and again the effect was broken. “Find a rope,” she offered bluntly.
“Yes, mother,” I said in my best Norman Bates voice.
“Or a door.”
“I’ll see if they have a helicopter,” I replied, beginning my ascent. 
I reached thirty feet and the astonishment at my new gift gave way to my old friend vertigo. I looked down and Sun was scowling up at me. 
“I know I’m pleasing on the eye, but do you think you could perhaps hurry up and climb?”
“It’s not as easy as that,” I called down. “You know I’m scared of heights.”
“That was before you knew you had the ability to climb walls,” she replied. “What danger is there now?”
“None. But knowing it and knowing it are two different things entirely.”
“I think I understand. The mind cannot accept that the danger is any less real even though it is?”
“Yeah!”
“Then do as I told you on the bridge. Keep your eyes to the sky and move slowly.”
I looked back up to the balcony which seemed a mile away to my paralysed brain. “Can you talk to me? Keep me distracted?”
“What would you like me to talk about?”
“Anything,” I said. “Anything at all.”
“My tattoos?”
“Fine!” I agreed, hesitantly slipping my hand higher. What was it that the legendary steeplejack Fred Dibnah always said? If you made one mistake while climbing, it meant a half day spent with the undertaker? Something along those lines. Not to mention the guy who would be needed to scrape my pancaked form from the steps. “Not helping,” I muttered, rebuking myself.
“You can always tell who the fiercest warriors are by their tattoos,” she began. “Eventually we run out of skin and the old tattoos are covered with the latest tales of bravery. If you see a barbarian and they are nothing but a mass of colours, be very, very wary.”
“Daulf?” I asked loudly as the wind pulled at my clothing.
“He is a walking tapestry of battle,” she confirmed.
Great! And here we were on our way to confront the bear killing lunatic.
“The face is always the last to feel the needle. It marks the point where our warriors have reached maturity and can seek a life mate.”
“How many fights until that happens?” I called, the conversation helping my nerves. If this plucky warrior could win enough fights to earn her face tattoos, I could climb a simple tower.
“Three campaigns on the ogre frontier during the warmer seasons is generally enough. Six in the winter when they are sluggish. During the summer, the fat brutes would attack our fortresses almost daily.”
“Tell me about it.”
“There are three fortresses guarding the only routes into our kingdom by land. Splitcrag, The Mire, and Death Gorge. Anyone attacking the gorge is suicidal. Two miles of valley where we rain down rocks and spears. Most of the time they ignore it completely. Splitcrag and The Mire are constantly besieged, however. Not even our bravest climbers can reach the tops of the cliffs which leaves Splitcrag undefended. The rock itself is weak and crumbles at the first strike of a climbing pick. The wall guarding the pass itself is similar to Kherrash’s newest construction which you’ll see in the coming days, only on a slightly smaller scale. The Mire is exactly what you think it is; a sunless area that gathers the mountain water runoff. The festering bog it created emits the most foul stench.”
“Which one did you fight for?” I yelled, her voice becoming fainter.
“Twice at Splitcrag and twice at The Mire.”
“You said your people fought on the water too?”
“The ogre barges are as reliable as a Dostmer trader. The wake of our vessels was often enough to have them sink to the bottom of the ocean. It was always a good source of slaves if we should chose to pull them from the water. Most of the time we didn’t bother and they fed our fish instead.”
“They don’t sound very intelligent!” I cried, nearing the balcony.
“With their size they don’t need to be. If barbarians are the nails, ogres are the hammer, heavy and hard. We’ll see them soon enough!” she shouted, but I could barely make it out as I slumped over the parapet. 
The going hadn’t been hard, nor the temperature hot, but I was wringing wet as I lay panting on the balcony. The increasing power of the gusts curling around my body and the tower itself had chilled the sweat on my skin. 
“Mark?” Sun shouted. 
I picked myself up and made for the low wall surrounding the platform. The stonework at my level was unenchanted, the joints crumbling and weak. It appeared the mages needed to get a few builders in to do some repairs, or at least cast a few pointing spells to fix the hazard. A simple stumble could see the wizard breaking straight through, plunging out into the nothingness. I got as close as I dared, leaning over while keeping my weight as far back as possible, and waved. 
Sun returned the wave. “Be on guard!” she called. “The sorcerers aren’t to be trifled with.”
“Thanks for the tip!”
I looked out from my vantage point and marvelled at the stunning view. The soaring grey mountain range that shielded the north of Kherrash stood in stark contrast to the pristine blue of the ocean beyond. Shifting my gaze to the right, I could just about make out the speck of great wall which stretched from peak to peak, far away across the vast green sea that was Wildwood Forest. 
Returning to the room, I discovered it was a shared sleeping quarters, likely for the apprentices. I found it hard to believe that full blown sorcerers would sleep six feet away from their peers in one of the beds which circled the outer wall of the suite. It just wasn’t… prestigious enough, if that was the right term. The upper floor was supported by two dozen thick pillars which were situated all around the circumference, set at the halfway point between the outside wall and the thick, circular stone staircase in the centre. At the foot of each small cot was a tempting chest, but my goal was to discover the fate of the spellcasters. If they were alive, I’m sure it would raise eyebrows when they climbed the tower for a rest and found their belongings gone. This wasn’t an RPG where I would steal absolutely everything that I could find, knowing that as long as I went unseen I would face no consequences. There were no town guards ready to appear and haul me to prison, with a growled line about fisting and flames or something like that. Only a tower of powerful mages who would probably get a bit upset with me. 
“Yeah, I’ll leave it for now.”
My only decision was up or down. Dungeons were always down, weren’t they? The penthouses always up? Sun was also down, waiting, and if I could find a way of letting her in that would make my job that much easier.
“Down it is!”
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Chapter 48

Little Fly


When I finally reached the bottom of the staircase my vision kept spinning in time with my spiral descent for a few moments. The large archway opened up into a reception area which was resplendent, totally fitting for the home of powerful wizards. A fire roared in a hearth with no flue, providing heat but no smoke. I’m not sure how, but I could sense that it was of a similar magic to that employed by Bart in the safe rooms. Fine rugs covered most of the bare stone floor. Furniture pieces stood proudly all around me. They made Randulf’s look like the two-seater sofa rotting in the nearby alley to my home; tables, chairs, cabinets, armoires, all of the finest craftsmanship.  
A series of portraits stared out at me from the walls, each carrying the name and period of the Arch Sorcerer’s governance. Slowly inspecting the pictures, I found the canvas of Alwyn and her unmarked end. Even if I had no idea of the quest details, my instincts were screaming that this woman was a wrong’un. She was unnaturally beautiful, but with a smile that didn’t reach the eyes. It looked like a mask, an attempt at an emotion that she just couldn’t truly understand and mimic. 
“There’s my next boss fight,” I sighed. My mind added the skulls to her portrait and conjured an image of my scorched pile of bones. 
The actual entrance was clearly marked by an arch that had no doorway. Glowing runes on the stonework beckoned me to study them. Not that it did me any good. They were as undecipherable as the hieroglyphs of ancient Egypt. I reached out and started to trace the lines of the first marking. An arc of electricity snapped across to my finger, causing me to jump back.
“Gah! That hurt!” I blurted, wafting my hand. There was a tiny scorch mark on the tip of my finger, just below the nail.
I should’ve figured the ward was boobytrapped. There was my low wisdom coming to the fore again. Backing away from the enchantment, I hit an object and whirled round. Alwyn was staring at me with amusement. Well, technically her portrait was watching me. From its frame. Which had left its mounting and was floating in front of me. 
“And who might you be, my trespassing friend?” she asked. The canvas had basically become a TV, or a two way mirror, at least something that she could use to project herself. 
“I’m Mark. I’ve been trying to reach you about your car’s extended warranty.”
Her cold, sharklike smile never faltered. “And how did you come to be inside my tower?”
“The door was open. I just walked in.”
She regarded me with glacial malice, the smile finally fading. “Lying will get you nowhere, Mark. For the last time, how did you get in?”
“I climbed in via one of the balconies,” I replied, figuring the truth was the best path.
“Impossible. No ladders can reach and no iron peg can pierce our stone. You are beginning to test my patience, little fly. I’m the spider you need to fear.”
“Well, come out and we can talk. I’ve been sent by Marshal Balchester to see if you and your people are safe. That’s all.”
At the mention of the marshal her stare went from frosty disdain to a seething inferno. “He dares to spy on me?”
“Not at all. He wanted to see how you all were. The sorcerer’s absence from the war has him worried.”
“I’m fine,” she replied. “He worries for nothing.”
“Why do you keep referring to yourself in the singular?” I asked carefully. “Why not we? Where are the others?”
She ignored my question entirely as her face became impassive once again. “I tire of this. No matter how you have managed it, you have stumbled into my web, little fly. And now you will die.”
“Wait! I don’t want to fight you! Let’s talk about this!”
“The talking is done, as are you,” Alwyn said casually. Her image solidified, returning to the exquisite oil colours of before. Losing its magical connection, the heavy frame clattered to the ground. I equipped my new sword and shield, ready to test them in battle. I wanted to be nimble when dodging any spells, so I left my plate armour in the inventory. Applying poison to my weapon, I started turning slowly in the reception area, awaiting Alwyn’s appearance and with it, almost certain death. 
I’d misjudged the tower completely, heading for the already sealed entrance instead of searching the rooms for help first. The quests really needed some kind of guidance within their tab and I promised myself that I would bring it up with Bart at the earliest opportunity. A level marker wouldn’t have been a bad idea, either. Skulls next to the title would give at least some warning that it was best left until later. Or ignored completely.
When no one appeared after a few seconds, I slowly moved in a circle around the room. Other than the crackling fire, all was still. Did she expect me to starve to death? I had spider legs for days, even if she could seal the place up like a drum. Alwyn must’ve realised I had some tricks up my sleeve to even have access to the tower in the first place. It didn’t make sense. Instead of calling out and dooming myself as I had done in the past, I kept quiet and snuck towards the staircase. When I was only a few paces from the opening, the floor started to grind and shift. I yelped in surprise, expecting to fall into a magical pit of god-knew-what. When the slabs started to rise instead of drop away with me atop them, I quickly scurried back and equipped my full paladin regalia. When the creature had been a part of the floor, the joints looked like the rest of the room. Now that it was climbing to its full height, I could see where the head, arms, torso, and legs had been hidden within the stones.
“Well, shit,” I groaned as it looked at me.
Name – Timeless Gate Golem (Boss) (Level 19)
Description – Crafted by Lazul Oshmar at the same time as the first stone was laid for the Timeless Tower, this stone golem is the ancient guardian of the sorcerers within that hallowed spire. Though slow and lumbering, it makes up for this weakness with an insatiable need to destroy. This construct, once summoned and targeted, absolutely will not stop… until you are dead.
Weakness – ???
Immunities - ???
“I don’t suppose you need an extended warranty?” I asked the thing.
It growled at me, which I found quite impressive considering it was fashioned from hunks of rock and lacked lungs or any other obvious organs. The ground trembled as it took a single step towards me, reaching out the huge hands. Building up a head of steam, the massive hulk barrelled towards me, making the entire room shake. I hastily backed away and got caught against an armoire and the outer wall as the golem struck. My shield took the blow, sending me pinwheeling across the room like a ragdoll. I crashed through a small table, my arm completely numb. Shaking myself off, I saw my health bar was already below the three-quarters mark and that was after blocking the thing. I chugged a potion, restoring feeling to my battered limb. 
The golem was in no rush as it indiscriminately crushed furniture to get at me, seemingly relishing the destruction. 
My fear gave way to anger. The twin pinpricks of glowing hatred that passed for eyes studied me; the same way a cruel child observed ants while scorching them with a magnifying glass. I could feel Alwyn’s presence in the creature. Whether she had conscious control over it, or was just enjoying the show, I couldn’t be certain. Dodging under the next swooping attack, I came to my feet and hacked at the back of its knee with my sword. The magical tether holding the slabs together was not unlike my flail. I don’t know what I was expecting, but my blade passing cleanly through the shimmering aura without doing a damned thing was not it. Before I could whine about how unfair it was and raise my shield, the creature caught me with a backswing of its mighty arm. Without the shield to nullify the blow, my breastplate took the full brunt. I performed my flying routine again, destroying a pair of paintings as I hit the wall. 
“Fuck… Me…” I wheezed, barely able to draw breath as I staggered to my feet. 
Only Hilde’s sturdy craftsmanship had saved my life which was now flashing, dangerously in the red. With a thought my rats burst from their magical home, valiantly flowing over the golem to provide me a distraction. It crushed their bodies against itself, suffering no damage from the fangs which broke against the stone. The timer on my healing potion was still a ways off, so I took the opportunity to skirt the behemoth of destruction and strike at its back. Sparks flew from the contact, achieving nothing except increasing my weapon augment skill. Realising my sword was useless, I spun towards the stairs to begin my escape. My rodent army squealed pitifully as each was pressed flat, bursting in puffs of blue smoke instead of gore, for which I was eternally grateful. 
Through my crushed ribs and agony addled mind, I couldn’t shake the bestiary description of its relentlessness. My escape might involve never sleeping again, forever pursued by the tireless golem from one area to the next until I willingly fell on my own sword to end the torment.
I reached the first floor and downed a potion as soon as the timer expired. I felt my mobile ribs pop back into place and the armour return to its normal shape. Drawing the first proper breath in minutes, my swimming vision firmed up. I swapped out the useless blade for my flail. The enchanted skull had managed to chip the stone in Bommy’s chamber, and I was fresh out of other ideas. For once in my life, my left handedness worked in my favour. The anticlockwise direction of the steps gave me a clear strike when the terrifying figure lumbered into view. I wound up with everything I had and went for the head, hoping to score a decent critical. The skull smashed the corner of the golem’s face off, taking only a sliver of its health and providing no crit on my display. It growled, the sound like crushed gravel. Lashing out, the golem’s hand crashed into the central support column. Skipping up three steps, I smashed down on the outstretched hand, powdering a couple of the thick fingers. 
“Ha!” I cried, figuring I would just chip away at the thing like Andy’s wall in Shawshank Redemption. How long had that taken him? Twenty years?
It seemed to grunt in amusement, laying the damaged hand against the thick pillar. Whatever magic lay in the tower itself turned the solid stone into liquid which flowed out and healed the head and hand. 
“Uh-oh.” I was now Andy in the laundry, being bent over the washing with my trousers around my ankles. I figured my old pal stomping towards me didn’t have any lube. And even if it had, the golem would’ve left the KY in whatever passed for pockets as its rough hand stroked my face and its trouser pillar aimed for penetration.  
“How about this?” I snapped, casting my fated life drain. I didn’t need the womp-womp tone of denial to realise the being had no lifeforce to absorb as the spell was nullified. “Oh, come on! Throw me a frickin’ bone here!”
The huge arm swung out again and I popped my holy shield. The golem’s hand snapped back as if it had touched a live cable, and it dropped back a few steps in shock. The shimmering golden orb only lasted a few seconds, but it had saved my life. Tossing Shinara’s Snare, the webbing erupted, coating the golem and the stairwell. It continued upward, unhindered, the enchanted strands tearing as if made by common spiders. 
“Well, shit.”
I was out-levelled, out-strengthed, out-sized, out-everythinged. Stashing the thirty-plus kilograms of my armour, I pivoted and raced up the steps. I passed stores, kitchens, libraries, studies, lounges, all flashing by as I charged upwards. The stone under my feet trembled with each thunderous step the golem took in pursuit. It was a twelve foot tall, ten tonne Jason Vorhees. I didn’t know what the golem version of ch ch ch, ha ha ha was, but I felt the same terror as his victims. No matter how far I could run, there it would be, stepping out from behind a metaphorical tree in the Camp Crystal Lake woods. I needed a way to slow it down and buy myself some time to think. The tower could have a hundred floors, but a game of cat and mouse up and down the stairs wasn’t a solution. Remembering the self-healing power of the golem got me to thinking about the crumbling brickwork of the balcony. 
“It’s worth a shot,” I said, trying to convince myself of the insane plan. 
The fake, magical light on the sealed lower floors gave way to real daylight beaming in through the open terraces. I climbed a few more floors just to be sure, entering a writing den of some kind. A thousand scrolls lined the shelves, while quills sat in dried up inkwells on the tables. I passed the unused desks in a blur, reaching the low wall and finding the mortar was similarly weakened. 
“Sun, stay back! I’m in the shit!” I screamed down at her.
“What’s happening? The mountain feels like it’s coming apart?” she yelled back at me. 
“Big fucker on my arse! I’m going to try something stupid!” 
“Be careful!”
Careful was not an option as I climbed atop the loose stones of the parapet. The breeze picked up, or at least it seemed that way to my screaming mind. The eager gusts tugged at me, urging me to fall. The balcony entrances whistled a mournful tune, as if the wind was playing a monolithic flute. My clothes fluttered, catching the wayward airflow, trying to help the murderous element in finishing me off.
“Just fuck off, wind!” I hissed, crouching slightly to minimise my size. It was quite clear my vow to stop swearing wouldn’t work in a stressful environment.
The wall, already iffy to begin with, shook as the golem stomped ever higher up the stairs. It appeared in the archway, glaring at me with its pinprick eyes. This was it. Now or never. If Alwyn was in control, the gigantic golem would saunter over and give me a little nudge to help me on my way. 
“Come on,” I whispered.
The creature climbed into full view, fists clenching like boulders at its side.
“Come on!” I begged.
It took a step towards me, in no rush.
“Shit. Come on you dumb fuck!” I yelled, frantically trying to plot another course of action.
It took another step, leaning forward slightly.
Then another, finally breaking into a charge.
I prepared myself, giving the construct the wanker wave. With a roar that sounded like a landslide, it reached for me. I jumped at the last possible second, my arachnid ability fusing my hands to the wall above. Yanking my body out of the way, the thunderous charge saw the golem crash through the wall below while I launched the potion of decay smashing into its stone back. I twisted my head to watch its fall. I was thrilled to see the debuff was in full effect from the moment the liquid made contact. Sun was well out of the way when the golem finally impacted below. Not even the magical tethers could keep it in one piece as the entire monster exploded, showering my companion with chunks of rock. The colossal impact carried all the way up to me through the stone of the tower.
“Fuck yeah!” I screamed, jumping down to the sundered balcony’s floor.
My bravery faltered and I dropped to my knees, carefully shuffling toward the unprotected edge. When I looked down at the golem’s health bar, my elation died. It was flashing red as mine had been, perilously close to death, but clinging on regardless. 
“How?” I groaned.
Sun was looking at the debris all around her feet. Even at my height I could see the lumps begin to skitter towards each other as if the ground was alive. 
“It’s reforming,” I realised, the hollow gong of my agonising end reverberating in my ears.
Chunk by chunk the creature formed a weak frame with which to move. What was left of the golem began to crawl towards the tower and I knew exactly what the creature wanted; contact. The magic to flow and heal it. 
For the briefest of moments I felt the call of the void or whatever the psychologists named it. An almost overwhelming urge to lean forward and let the air take me to a far less painful death. I didn’t think the experts categorised suicidal thoughts along with it; more the feeling when you’re on the edge of a cliff and the drop seems to call to something deep within human psyche. In my case I had the motivation of a hulking great living rock wanting to crush me flat, pressing insistently against my back. I felt the familiar despair which had plagued me in the tutorial bubbling back up. 
“Just do it,” I muttered miserably, preparing myself to topple over. It would be quick and I could at least start over with fresh knowledge of the dangers posed by the Timeless Tower. 
Gravity almost took me until Sun’s words carried up the tower, spoken with deep conviction. “I don’t think so.”
She marched over to the cracked block which had been the golem’s head, picked it up, and strode to the sheer face of the mountainside. How, I had no idea. Maybe the damage had also weakened the magic that held it together. Sun tossed it from the edge, and I heard the partially repaired stone dash itself apart again as it fell. She repeated the manoeuvre with an arm, and then a leg. The roar of avalanching rock echoed within the canyon, telling me that little but dust would remain when it reached the bottom. I stared down, open mouthed at her incredible strength. The torso was too heavy, even for my companion, but it didn’t matter. Separated from most of its parts, the golem’s health ticked down to nothing and the massive slab finally crumbled at her touch. 
Unable to contain myself, I started sobbing with relief.
If Sun heard my emotional outburst she didn’t call up and mock, instead giving me a casual thumb’s up from the mound of dust. 
I slumped down amidst the debris on the balcony and tried to gather myself. It took a fair while. 
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Chapter 49

Hide And Seek


Climbing down carefully, I reached ground level and gave Sun a thankful nod. “That was genius thinking.” 
“Not really. The fall from the tower hurt it badly. I guessed a slightly bigger fall would do slightly more damage.”
“Yeah, falling off a mountain will have that effect,” I replied. 
I chanced a look over the edge of the bluff and aside from some dust drifting away on the valley’s currents, there was no sign of the golem pieces. Moving to the mound of grey powder that had been my mortal foe only moments ago, I looted the body. 
Item – Golem Heart (Legendary) 
Type – Craftable (Combination)
Description – The diamond heart of a magical construct. Khad, the first golem ever created, was a towering monster of glittering diamonds. After millennia of war spanning galaxies, the being developed a heart, and with it, emotions. Centuries passed and Khad grew tired of ending worlds, the ever-present loneliness eating it alive. With eternity stretching out before it, Khad chose instead to enter a black hole and end the torment. Within that timeless, lightless place, its body was fragmented into a trillion shards which carried its lifeforce to the furthest corners of the multiverse. Anyone with enough magical skill can fashion a weak simulacrum of Khad to control.
User Requirements – Intelligence 14 (Crafting Level 12)
Effect – ???
Misc - ???
As cool as that was, it’s use was out of my reach for quite some time, if not completely. The intelligence requirement would heavily gimp my combat stats.
Item – Ring of Buhn (Legendary) 
Type – Jewellery 
Description – Buhn, the elder god of elemental constructs, imbued this ring with the essence of a stone golem for his faithful worshipper; Alzar Notan. Carried on his person during the sand wars of Zed, the ability conferred total immunity from the arrows and swords of the Verrin army. This protection, however, did not extend to the quicksand in which the legendary warrior met his untimely fate. 
User Requirements – Strength 8 Dexterity 8
Effect – Provides the wearer with ability – Golem Shell (Level 1)
Misc - None
I also had achievements from the attack.
Achievement Unlocked – The Bigger They Are, The Harder They fall
Description – You’ve used Newton’s Law to pancake a surly golem. I bet the dumb brute didn’t see that coming. Actually, he probably did, just before he smashed his face into the ground.
Reward – Ability - Superhero Landing (Level 1)
Achievement Unlocked – Slayer
Description – You’ve defeated an enemy more than 10 levels greater than you, a feat that is quite remarkable. Minions and bosses alike feel a very real quiver of doubt when they see you approach, no matter their supposed power. 
Reward – Tattoo Expansion – “Fated” – AOE available on cast
I thrilled at the idea of sucking the life of my enemies like the Grim Reaper. The tooltip mentioned a fixed diameter of fifteen feet and no mention of the level increasing it, only the amount of life drained. I activated the tattoo and watched as the red ink curled up my arm, creating bold new patterns. 
“Nice,” said my companion. “You too are earning your battle colours.”
“Yeah, but I can hide mine,” I replied, making them vanish.
“I can do that too,” she said.
“You can?” I asked.
“No. They’re tattoos, Mark.”
“Ok, very funny.” I replied, handing over the ring. “Can you wear this?”
“What does it do?” she asked, slipping it over her finger.
“According to the ability information, it allows you to make your skin into stone.”
Sun took it straight off and threw it at me. “Why would I want to do that? I’ve seen the statues in the marshal’s halls. What a horrible thing to try and trick me with.”
I picked it off the ground and held it out to her. “It doesn’t turn you into stone, it gives you protection. Like my armour, but it works on your skin.”
“Why would I need it?”
“I just figured you would never fight in armour, so this gives you some protection under the leather.”
She folded her arms and scowled at me. “You try it first.”
“Fine,” I replied, popping it on my ring finger. 
I activated the ability and almost shit when my entire arm turned a mottled, light grey. Expecting to be solidified like a victim of Medusa, I could instead move completely freely. I clenched my fist without issue. My joints all bent as they normally did as I squatted and did a few star jumps.
Some of Sun’s reticence ebbed away. “How long does it last?”
The timer on the ability was almost finished. “About thirty seconds by the looks of it. It’s nearly done.”
“Good,” she replied, snatching one of her axes from her belt and slashing at my arm. The blade scraped off the stone with a shower of sparks about point zero one seconds before my pale skin reformed.
“Hey! What the hell was that?” I blurted, clutching at my undamaged limb. 
“A test,” she said, bluntly. “I’ll take the ring.”
“Oh, now you’ll take it. I’m glad to have been your guinea pig.”
She held out her hand insistently. “I don’t know that type of pig. How is the bacon?”
“Sparse and stringy,” I replied, handing the jewellery over, which she immediately put on.
“What else did you get?” 
“A new ability that I want to try, but I also don’t want to try.”
Sun frowned. “Did you take another blow to the head?”
“Several,” I replied, making for the tower. Climbing the steps, I felt my body begin to vibrate. I retreated back to Sun and the feeling faded.
“What is it?”
“I felt… funny. When I was walking up the steps.”
“Did it hurt?” she asked.
“Well, no.”
“Then get up there and see what happens.”
“We’re really going to have to talk about me always taking the risks,” I whined sourly.
“A good leader always leads from the front.”
“They also get peppered with the first arrows,” I countered.
“I didn’t say leadership was easy.” Sun grinned.
“If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were starting to enjoy this.”
“I am enjoying myself. Now get up the steps.”
“Yes, ma’am,” I said with a dainty curtsey. 
Before she could ask the question about my little bow, I jogged up to the entrance. The vibration became almost unbearable as it shook throughout my body. It hadn’t happened when I’d stood there before, so what had changed? 
“The golem?” I mused, withdrawing the fist-sized diamond. The discomfort ended instantaneously and the impenetrable stones shimmered as I held the heart closer. As soon as the two materials touched, the illusion was banished and blocks became wood. The twin doors were no less secure than the stone, however. That was until Sun joined me and started hacking at the timber. 
“Hey! I can try and unlock it from inside.”
“I prefer this way,” she said, continuing to go all Jack Torrance on the poor wood. 
“What if they need to lock it again?”
“That’s what carpenters are for,” she replied between swings. 
While my companion whaled on the inanimate object with a mad gleam in her eyes that I liked not at all, I moved aside to the wall. There was no determination on how far I could fall, as each level increased on the ability. It also lacked a maximum linked to that same ability. I could fall from five feet or five hundred, there was just no way of knowing. Or was there…? For my first attempt I climbed about eight feet, turned, and jumped. I landed effortlessly, but without any dramatic flourish. 
“What are you doing?” Sun asked, pausing her destruction to glare at me.
“Practicing,” I replied, climbing up to twelve feet this time. I jumped, sticking the landing with only a slight stumble forward. 
“Stop it!” Sun snapped, tearing a hefty chunk of door from the frame.
“A few more tries,” I argued. This time I ascended to about thirty feet, giving my vertigo an open goal to shoot at. I didn’t give the fear a chance to take hold as I pushed away from the wall. My body took on a life of its own as the ground rushed towards me. I punched into the dirt, my knee driving deep into the rock below. One fist had cracked the stone, while my free arm was angled behind me.
“You look ridiculous.” Was all Sun had to say on the matter as I laughed like a madman and climbed a little higher to repeat the feat. 
The levels ticked up as I edge further up the face of the tower each time. By the time Sun had smashed a barbarian sized hole in the door, I was at level 5 and felt like a real superhero. 
“Stop that! We have work to do!”
I climbed out of the latest depression I’d created and looked around. The ground was like something out of a scaled down World War I battlefield, pocked with small impact craters which resembled tiny artillery strikes. I was the goddamned artillery! I strutted up the steps like an OG until Sun grabbed the back of my neck and thrust me through with a grunt of annoyance. I almost collided with Alwyn’s portrait which was once again animated with her apoplectic features.
“How did you beat my guardian?” she demanded.
“You should’ve taught it to be a little more cautious around unsafe balconies,” I replied. “I’m pretty sure you’re facing a health and safety breach here.”
“Do you think that dumb creature is the only thing I have defending the tower?” she snapped. “You should leave while you still can!” 
I caught a flash of doubt in her eyes. “I don’t care. If we can beat that, we can beat anything you have.”
“Get out!” Alwyn shrieked, growing red in the face.
“Where are the other sorcerers?” I shouted back. “Where are you?”
“They are out of the way. As for myself, you won’t know until I decide to show myself. But when I do…” She let the threat hang in the air.
“I’ll be ready,” I growled at the challenge.
“I’ll erase your taint from this land, you filthy commoner!”
“I grow weary of her childish outbursts,” said Sun, cleaving the large frame and picture with her axe. The blow killed whatever magic Alwyn was using and it fell in pieces to the cold stone. 
“There’s a lot of elitism going on around here, isn’t there? What’s wrong with us common folk?”
Sun kicked at the torn canvas and shrugged. “There are always people at the top who have a bad attitude. Is it so different in your world?”
I thought of the politicians who lorded over us. Their arrogance was only outmatched by their stupidity and ineptitude. The old saying that cream always floats to the top worked better as an analogy when the dairy product was replaced with shit. Quite what we’d done to deserve such utter mediocrities forming our political parties I had no idea, but we must have pissed someone off. 
“Do we take everything?” asked Sun, as furniture, vases, and other antiques began to disappear.
“No!” I blurted. “We’re here to help. What would the sorcerer’s think of us if we save them and they return to an empty tower?”
“We’ll say it was Alwyn,” she suggested.
It was a good suggestion and I gave it some thought for a split second. “No. We’re better than that, Sun. Pop it all back for me, please?”
She huffed and a stack of furniture appeared, falling in a clattering heap. 
“Really?” I asked as she made to leave it.
“Alwyn did it,” Sun replied. “Or the golem.”
I shook my head in resignation and headed for the stairs. Without the threat of impending death, we climbed floor to floor checking things as we went. The lower levels were dedicated to the living and storage areas. Kitchen, larders, and general stores. I’d missed the dining room in my mad flight upwards. There were places at the tables for hundreds of people, and I wondered if the sorcerer’s actually numbered that high. Randulf had mentioned nothing except for apprentices and the sorcerers that served the individual fortresses. If I added them all up on my map, it worked out about four dozen at most. Plates and goblets had been laid out, all now covered in a thin layer of dust. How long that would’ve taken to accumulate in the still room was anyone’s guess. The windows were basically viewscreens onto the outside world without the ability to actually move through them or feel the wind. I moved forward and touched the open space expecting glass, but it wasn’t. I could feel the rough stone beneath my fingers, even though it was invisible to the naked eye. 
“Enchantment?” I asked Sun. 
She only had eyes for the mugs which seemed to be solid gold. 
“Ok, you can take one if only to make up for the fact this place tried to kill me. They all look exactly the same, so we’ll just say it was Alwyn’s one.”
Sun grinned at me sheepishly as a pair of cups reappeared on the table at her side.
“Sun!” I exclaimed.
Another clattered to the wooden top and she shrugged.
I shook my head in disappointment. “Any more?”
Her eyes told me all I needed to know and I felt like Mama Fratelli from The Goonies questioning Mouth as three more popped into existence.
“We’re going to have to talk about your thieving. I think you’ve got a problem.”
“The only problem I have is that you keep getting in my way,” she grumbled.
“I’m trying to keep you on the right path,” I replied, heading back to the stairs.
“You’re trying to keep me poor.”
“No man is poor if they have friends,” I countered. I’m sure the line was from a great movie, but it still applied.
“I’d rather have riches,” Sun grunted.
I made a dramatic show of clutching my wounded heart and collapsing to the ground. Sun simply stepped over my dying form. “Charming,” I muttered, jumping to my feet and following her upward. 
She eyed the chests that accompanied the small beds in much the same way as she had the goblets so I quickly guided her past the sleeping areas. What might’ve passed for a normal tower disappeared as we came upon the real magical floors. The first was a veritable greenhouse, with plants and herbs of all sizes and colours growing in the numerous beds. A gasp of marvel escaped my lips as I noticed the small grey cloud that floated into view. Lightning crackled across the tiny puff of vapour followed by an almost adorable rumble of baby thunder. The plant it had chosen was watered by the brief downpour before the cloud moved on to the next. 
“That is so cool! It sure beats a watering can.”
“Can we make use of any of the materials?” asked Sun.
“Probably,” I replied. There were shelves filled with old books and scrolls that no doubt contained recipes that would help us. The sheer volume created a spanner to throw in the works. “Do we have time to study it all though?”
“No. Let’s move on.”
I jogged after the warrioress as she took the steps three at a time. The next room was of a similar bent to the one below, except in place of plants were thousands upon thousands of containers with all manner of minerals, liquids, and to my disgust, animal parts. 
“Alchemy lab,” I explained. 
“Useful?” she asked again, and again I had to explain the lack of time to study. The best case scenario is we turned ourselves into mice or blew our eyebrows off. The worst case is we could level the whole damned tower with our mistake.
The next floor was so bizarre I almost didn’t believe my own eyes. The tower itself was tapered like any normal building, but this room was dozens of times larger than that of the one below. I ran back down to the alchemy lab and looked out through the window. There was nothing above me but air and the straight line of wall which reached the clouds. Returning to Sun, I found her kicking amongst the debris.
“Anything?”
I pointed around in wonder. “This shouldn’t exist as it is. There’s no way the tower is this wide.”
“Magic?”
I had no better explanation and nodded. “What else could it be?”
“There was a battle here,” she explained, picking up a scorched breastplate.
“I think the whole room is designed that way,” I replied, finally seeing it for what it was.
“What do you mean?”
“This looks like combat training. Somewhere they can practice their spells and stuff.”
Part of the room resembled an indoor forest. Another had walls built like the inside of a castle. A third portion had a dozen vast pits that looked like gladiatorial arenas. I gave up after that, it was all too surreal. The only thing I was certain of was that there were no sorcerers anywhere within. 
The next three floors were libraries, lined with books from floor to ceiling. More than a person could ever read in a hundred lifetimes. At least the mind bending proportions of the room below were back to normal. 
We passed studies, replete with dozens of desks and chalkboards marked with undecipherable incantations and spells. The wind was growing stronger the higher we climbed, the parchment being blown around the rooms like fallen autumn leaves. 
“What is that?” asked Sun as we came out on the next floor. 
“I don’t really know,” I replied.
It was barren except for a small dais with four curved pillars, one at each point of the compass if my map were correct. They were tapered in at the top like claws about to close in on whoever climbed the low platform. It screamed portal to me, but there was nothing magical thrumming in the air. It was just full of swirling dust that occasionally seemed to take on the form of incorporeal spirits. 
More bizarre floors were left behind us; one had a storm raging within, the weather beating against the walls and floor. Another was open sky, as if we were on the back of a soaring eagle. I actually tried to put my foot where I knew stone to be, only to have it touch nothing. Sun pulled me back before I fell. I gave up trying to make sense of what I saw after that. 
Reaching what I assumed to be the highest floors, instead I found daylight and sky waiting around the curve of the steps. We both stepped out onto the roof of the tower and looked at each other in shock.
“Well, shit,” I muttered.
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Chapter 50

Found You!


I massaged my burning thighs while I tried to make sense of what I was seeing. Sun just stood with her mouth open.  
“I guess we know what happened to the other sorcerers,” I finally said.
Our exit had brought us through what was effectively a trapdoor slightly off centre of the flat, grey platform. Dead centre was a pure white sphere the size of a football mounted on a column of black marble. Perilously close to the edge, all around us were the sorcerers, facing that same stone. Wispy grey tendrils stretched from the orb’s surface to the foreheads of each of the victims. I guessed the ages of the people to range from late teens to late fifties. They were all awake, or at least their eyelids were open. The eyes themselves were as white as the stone that had them enthralled, rolled back into the sockets, or clouded with magic. 
“How long do you think they’ve been like this?” asked Sun.
I walked over to a middle-aged man and studied his features. Apart from the normal lines of aging, he didn’t seem to be any the worse for wear considering his exposure to the elements. There was no chapping of the skin or lips. The sun, though not particularly strong, would still have burnt his exposed face. “It can only be hours, surely?”
“The marshal said they went missing a while ago.”
“Yeah, but you can’t physically just stand up here in the wind and rain for weeks on end. They’d be dead from dehydration already.” I poked at the man’s cheek. His skin was warm to the touch and paled as I applied more pressure. When I withdrew my finger, the blood rushed back in. “They’re definitely alive. I was worried Alwyn might’ve stolen their lives, like a…”
“Necromancer?” Sun finished, raising an eyebrow at me.
“I’ve already explained that shit. I used scrolls to give life back, not take it away.”
“That’s how it always starts,” she said, walking away. “One day you’re resurrecting young girls, the next you’re raising an army of undead.”
“Whatever,” I huffed. “I won’t take flak from a borderline kleptomaniac!” 
She ignored my insult. Or, she had no idea what the word meant. Instead, she started to circle the source of the problem. I almost called out a warning as she neared one of the streams, but she knelt below them all and shuffled on hands and knees toward the black column.
I turned my attention back to the magical ‘string’ which was flowing into the head of the man before me. There were no signs of burns, or any damage at all from the contact for that matter. It reminded me of an old cartoon I used to watch where the evil genius sucked the knowledge from the hero. Except in this case, there didn’t seem to be a transfer of anything, just an enduring paralysis that no amount of shaking or shouting could break through. 
I flinched at the sound of crashing stone. “What are you doing?” I cried, watching the unbroken orb roll across the rooftop.
“It fell over,” Sun replied.
“All on its own?”
She curled her lips down and shrugged as if to say, I dunno, maybe.
“After all the time up here in the wind? It just happens to blow over now?”
“It got a little stronger,” she suggested.
“The wind or your hand?” I asked as the ball passed through the legs of a teenage girl. I had no idea what was going to happen when it fell, but I made no move to stop it. If Alwyn had control of these people, she might be able to suck out their essence from a distance. If the tethers themselves were the lifeline, once severed, the sorcerers could just drop dead. One boobytrap was much the same as another. I doubted Alwyn would suddenly have a change of heart and release them, so it was a chance we had to take. For all we knew, the orb would hit the ground below and still keep the tethers intact. Another thought hit me and I almost raced after the stone, but it was too late. I had a horrifying image of a rubber band being stretched to breaking point, only to have it stay in one piece and yank the anchor towards itself like a bullet instead. 
“Wait!” I yelled as the ball disappeared. Gritting my teeth and wincing, I waited for the inevitable tug as each was dragged violently from the soaring roof. Dreadful seconds of hellish anticipation passed until I finally saw the ethereal links begin to waver and fade. As if a magical pair of scissors had been brought to bear, they all vanished with a series of pops that made my eardrums ache. 
Yet another thought hit me and I reached out to steady the man as consciousness returned. My fear that the sudden reinstatement of their faculties might result in a few staggering in shock from the edge were unwarranted. Most just blinked a few times and rubbed at their eyes before looking around at each other in confusion. 
“What are we doing on the roof?” asked the man, before turning to me. “And who are you?”
“I’m Mark. Who are you?”
“I’m Ilfred, advisor to Arch-Sorceress Alwyn. You still haven’t answered my questions, stranger.”
“I’m not sure exactly how to say this but… Alwyn kind of betrayed you. There was a white stone that had these grey, smoky links which paralysed you all. Like she was feeding off your mind.”
Ilfred looked at the shattered column and frowned. “The Farsight Stone? Where is it?”
“Umm, well it accidentally fell from the roof when we were trying to save you. It’s probably in a hundred pieces now. Sorry about that.”
He didn’t seem bothered in the slightest by the news of its fall. “I can’t believe she would do this. After all the years we studied together. After I built her up to lead the guild for the next century, she betrays us?”
“I think she’s gone a bit crazy. She had the golem attack me when I managed to sneak inside.”
Ilfred’s grabbed me by the arm. “The guardian? Where is it now? We’ll need to provide you a protection ward.”
I screwed up my nose. “Yeah, about that. It also had a bit of an accident.”
Ilfred was still twisted with fear for my safety. “It fell from the tower? It will still be dangerous. We have to get you below!” 
“It then took a bit of a tumble from the mountain,” added Sun as she joined us. “It’s not dangerous anymore. It’s pebbles.”
Ilfred visibly relaxed. “Well, thank goodness for that. May I ask what day this is?”
“It’s the twelfth day after the harvest moon,” replied Sun. 
I took the look of abject shock on Ilfred’s face to mean that they hadn’t been up there for mere hours. “What day do you last remember?”
“It was a week before the harvest moon,” he said, weakly.
“You’ve been up here for nineteen days?” I gasped.
“Unless your fearsome looking friend is mistaken, then yes.” He sighed. “Nineteen days.”
“Shall we get your people back into the tower?” I suggested. “I expect you’re all starving and thirsty. We can talk over a bit of food.”
“That sounds like a fine plan, Mark.”
We gathered the beleaguered spellcasters and begun the slow trudge down to the dining room.

[image: image-placeholder]Everyone glutted themselves on the stew which had been magically sealed against going bad. After a few brief words from Ilfred and a half hour over the flames, it was perfectly edible again. I was tempted to ask him for the spell so I could become a double trillionaire upon making it back to my world. Imagine having the ability to ensure food was never wasted. No sell by dates. No best before’s. Just a quick incantation and your Spaghetti Bolognese could sit in the larder until you feel like finishing it off, be that a day, or a month, or a decade. I opted to leave the question unasked. I wouldn’t really know what to do with the money anyway. 
While the sorcerers sated themselves and began to work through the betrayal, I claimed the reward from the quest. 
Quest Completed – Magical Mystery Tour (Optional)
Reward – Tattoo (Eagle-Form)
“No way!” I whispered, trying to not draw attention as I activated the reward. I surreptitiously checked my skin as much as I could in polite company, but found nothing of the inking. I’d make up an excuse to use the toilet at some point and carry out a more minute inspection. Until then, I had to satisfy myself with the description. 
Item – Tattoo – Eagle-Form (epic) 
Type – Body modification
Description – A gift from the avian deity, Evalla. This spell is only bestowed upon those who show the courage to soar in the very heavens itself. 
User Requirements – Having skin
Effect – The Eagle-Form tattoo allows the bearer to transform into an eagle. Useful to scout the land ahead. Limited to 1 mile radius from site of cast.
Misc – Although magical, the form confers no resistance to damage. Be wary.
So a well-placed arrow could mess up my day completely? I didn’t care. My entire body was tingling with excitement at the opportunity the tattoo provided. The quest log had updated with a supplementary goal surrounding the Timeless Tower.
Quest – Find and Kill Alwyn (Optional)
Description – The Arch-Sorceress’s betrayal cannot go unanswered. Without the support and guidance offered by the magical warriors, the kingdom of Kherrash might be doomed by her actions.
Reward – Boss Loot Box (Legendary)
“You look like you’ve seen a ghost, my friend,” said Ilfred, followed by a belch. “Excuse me. How rude.”
“I was just thinking about Alwyn and the danger she poses. I think it’s part of my goal to punish her for her crimes, but I’ll be damned if I know how to go up against someone so powerful.”
Ilfred winked at me. “If the time comes where she is stood before you, worry not. She might be a force of nature, but she is still only one person.” He handed me a small white pebble that looked similar to the larger scrying stone which had been reclaimed, amazingly unbroken, and safely hidden away. “With this on your person, you may speak with us at will.”
“So it’s like a mobile phone?” I asked and immediately donned the dunces cap. “I mean, its magical, yeah?”
“It acts as a vocal conduit. I’ll attune myself to its vibrations so that you don’t need to disturb any of the others.”
“Why not give them to the grand marshal and the other leaders? Surely it would help rather than having to wait for crows to fly here and there?”
“These are reserved for the sorcerers, or their most trusted allies. We’ve always been treated like oddities by the Dawnstar family. They know they need us, but they also hate that fact. This way we can maintain our communications without the chance of our messages being intercepted.”
That worried me. “You don’t trust them?” I asked.
Ilfred pondered my question before slowly shaking his head. “It’s more that we don’t really trust each other. Not fully. They are men of steel and stone, whereas we’re practitioners of arcane arts that defy their understanding. It’s no different,” he turned to Sun, “and pardon my words, young lady, to human and barbarian. We both exist and may even look the same, but we’re not. We’re other in their eyes.”
“Much the same as they made me feel,” Sun confirmed.
“Let’s hope the horror of this war makes them reconsider their ways,” I added.
“One can hope, Mark,” replied Ilfred.
“Would you mind telling me what happened with Alwyn?”
The low murmur of conversation died and I saw the bewildered looks of betrayal written plainly on their features, Ilfred chief among them. “I wish I knew. We were eating supper that eve, and the next thing I know the wind is in my hair and I have a strange man stood before me.”
“They don’t come much stranger,” said Sun, helpfully. 
“Thanks for that,” I grumbled, giving her the evil eye. “Do you think she was trying to suck your brains dry? Like take all of your magical powers?”
Ilfred chuckled. “Nothing so bad as all of that. The scrying stone was just a focal point for her to use the stasis spell. The grey that you spoke of is the thing that held us in a timeless sleep for nearly three weeks.”
“But why?”
“I can only assume it’s to allow her time to aid the goblins in their schemes. With us out of the way, the remaining citadels are without magical support. Considering the goblin’s technological advantage, they wouldn’t stand a chance. Even with us, they likely don’t stand a chance.”
“But why not just kill you outright? Alive, even trapped in that spell, you’re a threat.”
“You’d have to ask Alwyn. The fact we were just kept out of the way tells me that she had some kind of scheme in mind. Whether it was to let the dust settle and awaken us to the new reality of our lives, or to find a way to absorb our power as you suggested.”
“Does that ability exist?” I asked.
“Not to my knowledge, but that’s not to say the secret isn’t hidden somewhere.”
I was left with more questions and no answers. If Alwyn was working with Gutrender, it made sense from a strategic point of view to have one of Kherrash’s most potent weapons out of commission. I just couldn’t understand the why of it. The endgame of the war was the eradication of the humans and the ascendency of the goblins on one side, and the barbarians and ogres on the other. Not counting the unknown races of which I had zero knowledge of that might live on this world. Where would an all-powerful spellcaster fit into the aftermath? Did she hope to lord over the factions? If so, she would be one against hundreds of thousands, if not millions. I doubted Daulf, much less Gutrender, would willingly comply with a new ruler after going to the trouble of waging a war. None of it made sense.
Ilfred noted my confusion. “All will become clear in time, I have no doubt.”
“What will you do in the meantime?” I asked, putting it out of my mind.
“What we were planning to do before we wasted weeks on the roof,” he replied. “Prepare to fight.”
“I don’t think you’ve got much time. The orcs are already raiding near Pitchhollow Garrison. I get the feeling Randulf doesn’t expect to hold. The islands along the south coast are keeping them at bay down there, but their numbers are huge.”
“It sounds like you came along at just the right time,” Ilfred offered. “What will you do?”
“We were on our way to the Port of Ishalon to confront Daulf and the barbarians. If we can force them back, the Dawnstar armies can concentrate on the north and south instead of being attacked on three fronts.”
“That sounds like a tall order, even for a pair of warriors who can defeat a stone golem.”
“It was the fall that defeated your guardian,” said Sun.
“We just gave it a bit of a push,” I added. “What will you do without it to watch over the tower?”
“I’m not entirely sure. That thing has been under our feet for a hundred generations. I guess we need to start looking for a puppy or two to train as guard dogs.”
“They’ll be far cuter than that grey lump of killing fury,” I replied.
Ilfred put his plate aside and leaned back in the chair. “Time is getting on. Would you both do us the honour of sharing our roof for the night?”
“I’d love to, but we really need to make our way to the wall. There’s no telling if Daulf will overrun the port before we have a chance to get there.”
Ilfred smiled knowingly. “We can help you with that. Stay the night, and I promise you’ll be standing dockside by noon tomorrow.”
I thrilled at his none-too-subtle explanation. “Magical portal?”
“How did you know?” 
“We saw the floor when we were looking for you,” I explained. “Oh! And another thing, you really need warnings on that bloody bridge outside and the sky floor or whatever you call it. Someone could die. I nearly did! I wish I’d known about the illusion before I walked across the rotten planks.”
Ilfred chuckled. “Those that need to know, know about the actual bridge. Those that don’t are often put off enough by the fraying ropes of the other to keep their distance. I’m surprised it held the weight of you both.”
“It didn’t have to!” I complained. “Sun saw stones floating in the air and found the other bridge when I was already halfway across.”
“Well I’m glad she did. It is only our mental imprisonment that prevented us from keeping it completely clean of dust or rock. We’re fortunate that only friendly people approached while we were so defenceless.”
“I wouldn’t call a golem trap and a magically sealed door defenceless.”
“Fair point. Would you care to join me in my chambers before you turn in for the evening? I can answer any other questions you may have. The others will be busy into the night preparing to leave for their designated placement.”
“Why not,” I said, rising from the table. “I’m still a bit amped if I’m honest. I doubt I could sleep so easily.”
“Then come. I’ll find you a concoction that will offer the best night’s rest you’ve ever had.”
Cha-ching! Money making scheme number three. At this rate I was going to be able to afford to clear my business loan and buy a dozen more failing arcades to waste money on. 
Result!
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Chapter 51

Ilfred


When we entered Ilfred’s quarters, I had to do a double take. We’d checked out every floor on the way up the tower, and this one wasn’t part of it. The room was akin to the safe rooms of the tutorial dungeon. Small, but well furnished. The circular layout was lined with real windows. There was none of the fakery of the lower levels, the breezes passing through the windows teased the curtains which hung over the openings. The size itself would be less than a quarter of the larger floors, providing a massive structural weakness if it was real. I chalked the impossible dimensions up to magic and left it alone. The place had messed with my head more than enough already. 
“Come, sit,” Ilfred offered us seats by the fire. “Do you enjoy wine?”
“I enjoy all alcohol,” I replied.
Sun declined, preferring to stay sober. I caught her looking at me strangely and followed her eyes to the sorcerer. She tilted her head slightly in question as the wine sloshed into a mug. It dawned on me that she wasn’t entirely trusting of Ilfred, not that he had given us cause to suspect anything untoward. I took her unspoken advice when the drink was handed over, making a show of drinking the measure down while actually stashing the liquid in my pack.
“Someone’s thirsty,” Ilfred chuckled.
“It’s been a crazy day,” I offered as an explanation.
“You can say that again. I didn’t want to discuss the matter in the company of the others until I’d had the chance to talk to you both alone.”
“What matter is that?” I asked. 
“I can tell you where Alwyn is,” he replied, then quickly amended the point. “I mean, I can tell you roughly where she is. While we were studying, our essences became so attuned that we became almost symbiotic. She would know what I was thinking, and I her, though not to such a level. It happens only very rarely between sorcerers.”
“But you didn’t see she was about to betray you?” I asked, incredulously.
Ilfred’s cheeks bloomed. “I didn’t. As her powers grew, I think she started to hide anything from me except the mundane. I was only seeing the surface, like watching flowers floating on a pond, unaware of the fish darting about below. Or in her case, slimy eels,” he muttered.
“And where is she now?”
He sighed deeply, moving to a map on the wall. “There,” he answered, pointing to Whitespear Mountain.
“So she is with Gutrender!”
“It appears so. And if I’m being honest with myself, I’m not entirely sure she wasn’t with him before the war began.”
“What do you mean?” I asked.
“I never spied on her whereabouts, even though I could. There were times when she would go away for days and weeks at a time. I’d always assumed she was visiting the fortresses on the western fringe of the kingdom, but after making some discreet enquiries during dinner, the stewards claimed she had never set foot in their placements.”
“You think she was with Gutrender?”
“Unless she has a hidden lover I knew nothing about, where else could she have been?” Ilfred shook his head in disgust. “How could I have been so blind?”
“We never think our friends are going to do us dirty… Until they do,” I replied.
“And now our mission is made all the harder for it!” he snapped, angry at his own failings. 
“You still have your powers, don’t you?”
“We do,” he acknowledged, “but The Timeless Tower is like the beating heart of it all. Our materials are here. Our scrolls. The herbs for our potions.”
I wasn’t seeing the link between his words and the expression of defeat plastered on his face. It looked like someone had been sick in his shoe after a heavy bender and he’d slipped it on without knowing.
“It’s all still here,” said Sun, saving me the trouble. 
“It’s all still here while we’re still here,” he replied.
My head was starting to ache. “You’re speaking to two people who aren’t sorcerers,” I said. “Explain it slowly.”
“Ah, forgive me! When you mentioned you knew about our portal, I figured you understood how it works. Alwyn has taken the homeward stones. I have no idea if she tossed them from the cliff, hid them at the bottom of the ocean, or has them in a bag with her. I’d be inclined to think the latter.”
“Ok, but what’s so special about them? You said you can send us near the port in the morning, so it still works.”
“Without them, we are only able to travel from the tower. As soon as we make the jump, we are stuck in our destination unless we travel for days and weeks on the road via horseback like any normal traveller. I’m sure you’ll appreciate the impossibility of that given what’s going on. So you see, the goods may be here, but we can only take a certain amount with us at any given time. Once we’ve jumped, we no longer have access to our stores.”
At the mention of homeward stones and their purpose, my own stones had shrivelled in fear. “You mean she could come back at any time?” I asked, dreading the answer.
“She could, but now she can’t. I’ve attuned the portal to respond to an incantation which only I and a few of the others will know. To return takes several hours of preparation. As soon as you awakened us, I made sure to close the door to her.”
My shrivelled undercarriage performed a tortoise head, peering out from safety to check for danger. “Thank god for that.” I sighed, slumping back in the chair. Sun’s hasty destruction of the ensnaring pillar had saved us valuable time. If I’d been left to think about how to free them for a couple of hours… I’d already be a pile of charred bones. Alwyn would’ve found us up there on the roof with me scratching my head dumbly. “Do you have more wine?” I asked, my mouth dry.
Sun almost gave me the look but I think she also sensed Ilfred was one of the good guys. His emotional reaction to Alwyn’s betrayal was impossible to fake. I’d never really been best friends with anyone, and even I could appreciate what a gut punch it must’ve been. Especially when they would’ve shared so many hours of intimate instruction and learning together. I even got subtle undertones that there may have been a bit of love going on from Ilfred’s side. Apart from her looks, I didn’t really understand what he could’ve seen in the crazy eyed bint. I had a heavy suspicion that his feelings were unrequited, and the only thing Alwyn would ever love was herself and power. 
I raised a grateful toast when he had topped me off. “Thanks.”
“We didn’t steal anything,” said Sun out of the blue. 
I spat wine all over myself and started to choke. 
“I didn’t think you had,” said Ilfred awkwardly.
“Good. Because we didn’t.” She held the sorcerers gaze for a few seconds. “Except this.” The golden goblet appeared out of nowhere and fell clattering to the table. “Your home tried to kill us. I took it as payment.”
“My dear,” Ilfred smiled. “You’ve saved us from an uncertain fate. You can take anything you want from the tower. We have stores of gold if coin is your preference?”
After a few moments, Sun shook her head. “No. That would be unseemly. I’m sorry I tried to steal from you. Mark has shown me there are better ways.”
“Straight up armed robbery?” I replied.
Ilfred burst out laughing and even Sun smiled darkly while threatening me with her axe. “I prefer single combat.”
“I’m not fighting you!” I exclaimed.
“Nor I!” agreed Ilfred. “I prefer my head to remain attached to my shoulders.”
Sun seemed more at ease now the stolen merchandise had been returned. I had no doubt that Ilfred’s offer of gold was genuine, but I had a better idea. “Once this is over, how about you use some of that gold to help with the clean-up? Widows, orphans, the injured, that kind of thing.”
“It’s funny you should say that, because that’s the purpose of the money anyway. The greenskins are like the tide. They rise, wash over us, and then retreat. Like clockwork, every few decades. Our purse is spread out to those who need it to rebuild. There’s just one problem…”
“The tide just kept coming in this time,” I finished.
Ilfred nodded and drained his mug. “Indeed. The river has flooded its banks and there is little chance of shoring up the defences before we all drown. I fear our arch-sorceress may have helped to weaken it further.”
“I’m hoping to provide a few bricks to rebuild the walls,” I replied. “Hopefully we can plug the leaks in time.” Time was getting on and dusk was fast settling over the tower. There was just one thing I absolutely had to know before the sun fully set and my head hit the pillow. “Ilfred?” I asked slowly.
His eyes narrowed at my tone. “Yes, Mark?”
“You know that combat room you have above us?” I asked, purposefully leading him to the natural reply.
He grinned. “Would you like me to show you a few of my spells?”
I was on my feet in a flash. “After you, sir!”
Ilfred led the way and I followed behind like a puppy. If I’d had a tail, it would’ve been wagging for all it was worth. We emerged out into the expansive combat training arena and he led us over to the suits of charred armour. 
“Can you throw fireballs?” I asked.
“I’m afraid not. We all have a particular affinity that we can’t control. It’s as much a part of us as the hair on our head or the blood in our veins. Mine is the air around us. Would you like to see?”
I tried my best to keep the disappointment out of my voice as I answered. “Sure.”
Judging by the wry smile Ilfred offered, I’d failed. “Watch,” he said, with a mischievous glint in his eye.
He turned to the fake soldiers and began to whisper an incantation while rotating his hands in a tight, circular pattern near his waist. I felt the gentle tug of a budding breeze ruffle the back of my hair. It grew in strength, as if the focal point of Ilfred’s concentration was sucking the atmosphere towards it. My clothes started to flutter madly as the gust turned into a gale which flowed past me. On the ground, a tiny dust devil began to form from the crud littering the arena. The small cone expanded into a full on tempest of cyclonic fury. 
Ilfred began to bare his teeth as the spell reached its apex. With a roar, he lunged as if pushing someone and the devastating tornado tore across the ground away from us, churning everything in its path. The full suits of armour were nothing more than scraps by the time the storm petered out and the air returned to the arena. The straw of the figures within formed a dusty yellow cloud that slowly settled back to the flagstones.
“Holy cow…” I gasped.
“Better than a fireball?” Ilfred chuckled.
“Are you kidding me? Fireballs schmireballs. What else can you do?” 
“More, but it takes a little while to recuperate. The more powerful the spell, the greater the demand on my reserves. How about a little taster of one of my greater abilities? It won’t seem quite as impressive in the confines of the tower though.”
“I don’t mind,” I replied, the thrill still surging through me.
Ilfred held out an open palm to the high ceiling, closing his eyes and muttering different words. The air around me started to smell of ozone, growing almost thick enough to taste. Tendrils of vapour started to meld together, slowly forming a baby cloud much like the one on the herb floor. I flinched when the puffy grey skin flashed with an explosion of lightning that left a tiny spot of molten rock near our feet. The rumble of thunder was just as adorable as that of its brother cloud below us. 
“Who needs fire anyway,” I gushed.
Ilfred allowed the energy to dissipate and opened his eyes. “Not bad, eh?”
“Not bad?” I snapped. “With you fighting alongside us, they don’t stand a chance.”
“I wish that were the case, Mark,” he said, clapping me on the shoulder. “But we don’t have unlimited reserves. Our spells are like a well; if too much is taken, it requires a while to replenish.”
Leaving aside the fact I thought wells were limitless in how much water they provided, I could see another benefit to the powers. “You might not be able to cast them over and over, but the fear they will create is also a powerful tool. The orcs are easy to rout if things aren’t going their way. I imagine a few tornados and lightning bolts up their arses will have them on the run.”
“Let’s hope that’s the case. Come, I’ll show you to your beds. I’ll create a private floor for you so that the others don’t disturb your rest. I’ll rouse you at daybreak if you aren’t already awake, and then we can see about getting you to Ishalon.”
“Will you be joining us? We could really use a man like you.” I was deadly serious. Having a full spellcaster in the party would be an incredible boon.
“I’m afraid not. My place is normally by the grand marshal’s side, but I’ll be heading to Pitchhollow. I serve no purpose advising when the land is burning all around us.”
“You’re going to the front line?”
“I didn’t train for decades to hide in the rear. Randulf will need all the strength he can muster for when they finally smash into his walls.”
“We’ll be heading back as soon as we can figure out the barbarian problem too,” I replied. “Let’s hope we can fight together.”
Ilfred smiled and led us out into a floor we hadn’t passed. My headache of confusion turned into a migraine. 
“Indeed, Mark. Rest well, both of you. I’ll make sure a hearty breakfast awaits.”
“Goodnight, Ilfred. Thanks for the hospitality,” I replied.
“And thank you for not becoming upset that I stole a cup,” added Sun.
He chuckled as he retreated toward the staircase. “It’s my pleasure. And thank you for your aid. I doubt Alwyn would’ve suffered us to live if the greenskins prevailed. We owe you everything.”
With a curt bow, he was gone, only the faint patter of his feet carrying up to us. 
I turned to Sun. “What a day.”
“It’s been interesting,” she agreed, turning back the covers and climbing into bed.
“Sleep well,” I said, climbing into my own. “Oh, and Sun? Don’t forget to distribute your stat points.” 
“Already have. Goodnight.”
Once again, I’d missed that my level had pinged up twice since last looking. Having killed the golem and uncovering the fate of the sorcerers, I figured it would’ve jumped higher. As my companion began to snore, I checked her character tab. Her barbarian level had jumped by four from the kill which meant the lion’s share of the XP went to her. I was about to huff like a child until I realised she had been the one to actually kill it. Without Sun’s quick thinking, I’d be nothing but a red stain on the Timeless Tower floor. With a little less pouting, I allocated two points each to my strength and constitution. 
I laid in the dark for a while, considering the task that faced us in the coming days. My calculations always came back to the basics; two against many. Sleep was slow in coming that night.




OceanofPDF.com

Chapter 52

A Leap Into The Unknown


The golden light surrounding us faded gradually as we walked through the space between spaces.  
“There,” exclaimed Sun, pointing.
It was unnecessary. I’d tried to deviate from the direction Ilfred had advised we take, and the magic in the portal steered me back insistently. I had the impression that if I forced it, the power would reply in kind. The whole every action has an equal and opposite reaction type deal. The circular opening that gradually revealed itself was one of bare rock. As we neared the exit, the light around us faded, revealing the secret cave of the waystones. It was a real pain in the arse that Alwyn had taken the homeward stone keys with her. Being able to hop at will between the dozen or so sites would’ve been immensely useful in saving time.
“Mind your step,” I said, noticing the edge of the platform as we emerged from the glowing portal. 
As soon as Sun’s foot had left the golden skin, the light vanished as if it had never been there, plunging us into near darkness. There was the faintest intrusion of sunlight across the chamber, which I assumed to be coming from the cave mouth. Summoning a torch, I handed it to Sun and pulled out another, forcing back the shadows. 
“Better than a broken ankle,” I said, carefully walking over the jagged, uneven rock. Sun was glowering in a way that I hadn’t seen before. “Are you ok?”
“I don’t know.”
“Would you like to talk about it? There’s plenty of time. We’ve still got to get down to the port.”
She remained focussed on the way ahead, looking right through me.
“You don’t have to, of course. It was just an idea.”
After a few moments she replied. “I’m feeling… conflicted. Is that the right word?”
The large chamber narrowed to a small passage that had us both ducking to prevent a crack to the skull. “How so?” I asked.
“I never thought that when I ran I would ever see Daulf again, at least not in this lifetime. I expected the marshal’s forces to kill me on sight after the barbarians attacked. Fear of the other is bad enough in times of peace.”
“I can understand that, but what has you conflicted?”
The light grew stronger, as did the delightful smell of briny water that had been ever present in my seaside town.
“By the gods, I’ll have his heart or he will have mine,” she growled. “But if we should win…”
“What?”
“I betrayed my people. I went against the wishes of the rightful ruler. What will they think of me?”
“Were the others eager to wage war against the Dawnstar people?”
“Not until Daulf killed the clan heads. With no leaders and an ogre army at his back, no one dared oppose him.”
“Then you might be surprised at how they feel if we can beat him.”
We emerged into full daylight and a view that was at once stunning and terrifying. The crescent shaped port was situated at the edge of a huge, open bay. The sprawling cliffs formed  spits that sealed the entrance at both sides, much the same as the crown of mountain ranges protected the northern access to Kherrash. The water was littered with debris and the burned husks of sunken ships. Fires raged in one of the southernmost quarters of the city adjoining the massive docks. 
Dozens of vessels rowed slowly back out to join a far larger number that waited on the ocean itself. For every elegant boat carrying the colours of the barbarians manning it, there was one filled with ogres. What they lacked in woodworking skill they made up for in fuck Poseidon and the seahorse he rode in on bulk. They were basically just rectangular, floating towns with no hydronautical value whatsoever. That the brutish creatures could pilot it in a somewhat straight line was more down to luck than navigational skill. I saw one crash into the side of another which triggered an almighty ruckus as ogres attacked each other over the gunwales. The crack of a meaty whip carried up to us and the fighting simmered down with only a few corpses to show for it.
“They’re in a bit of trouble,” I said, noting the armada that had the port under a tight embargo. I estimated the number of barbarian vessels to be in the hundreds, and the ogre variant a quarter of that. In the distance, more ships were coming and going from a faintly visible coastline many miles across the sea. “Supplies?” I asked.
Sun nodded. 
“Why haven’t they taken the place?” 
“They have the numbers,” Sun replied, reading my mind. “It doesn’t make sense.”
“Let’s get down from here and see what’s going on. I hope we get a better reception than I received at Pitchhollow.”
“I’m sorry,” Sun sighed.
“I wasn’t talking about you! I meant from the marshal, and from that prick Finneus. You were only following orders.”
She grunted.
“At least I hope you were only following orders. If I thought you liked a bit of toe smashing and casual torture in your free time, I might have to reconsider our party.”
“I’ll enjoy Daulf smashing far more, I can assure you.”
“That’s the spirit!” I replied, searching for the next safe step. “We just need to get down from here without breaking our necks.”
“You could always fly down and I’ll meet you at the foot of the cliff?”
The suggestion stopped me dead in my tracks. “I could, couldn’t I?”
“Does it mention any limits? Like your fated skill that can only be used once a day?”
I checked the description and shook my head. “Nothing except the range. I’m wondering if it’s because it doesn’t really give me any power? Any advantage over the enemies? I just get to scout for a mile in all directions when I need to.”
“Unless you wanted to pluck their eyes out, that is,” she replied.
“That would be helpful. I expect Daulf will be a fraction easier to kill if he was blind.”
“He’d be harder to kill. He’d go berserk.”
“I’d just go and have a cup of tea while he tired himself out.”
“Maybe leave the battle strategy to me?” Sun suggested.
“Probably for the best.”
She started to climb down the perilous face. “I’ll see you at the bottom.”
My worry for her safety was quickly assuaged. Sun was as sure footed as a mountain goat, hopping from ledge to ledge, swinging from tiny nooks by her hands when required. In less than a minute she was out of sight around a curve in the rock. It struck me as a remarkably dangerous way for the sorcerers to travel, even with the time saved. Ilfred had made no mention of teleportation, but I had to assume that was the method they used to get down from the secretive location. The scraggy bottom would be littered with the bones otherwise. I turned to see how obvious the cave mouth was, only to find it as sealed as the doors within the tutorial dungeon. When he’d said it was a one way journey, Ilfred had been right on the money.
I took a deep breath and slipped the skill into my quicklsot bar. Even coupling the eagle form with my superhero landing skill, I was still absolutely terrified of heights. I was potentially about to be at a height unknown, without the comfort of a nearby wall under my spider palms to boot. Hell, I wasn’t a fucking eagle. How would I even know how to fly? The avian species’ flight often came down to a gentle nudge from the nest and a reliance on thousands of years of genetic instinct. My instinct was to have a loosened sphincter when the vast drop stretched out before me. I looked around to make sure Sun was completely out of view and no one else was watching me. Feeling like a complete bell-end, I flattened my hands, put my arms out, and flapped. I stopped short of cawing like a bird. Unsurprisingly, my solid arms lifted me off the ground not one inch. 
“You don’t have to fly,” I reminded myself. I could activate the skill, stand on the bluff, and shriek a bit. There was nothing that said I had to dive off straight away. I was in control of it.
“Fuck it,” I muttered, pressing the icon with my thoughts.
I’ll admit, I expected pain and lots of it. You don’t go from over two hundred pounds down to twenty or whatever eagles weighed without issue. What followed was painless, and utterly surreal. My view lowered as my body contracted into the new dimensions being created by the spell. As I shrunk, my vision improved dramatically, as if a world class telescope was strapped to my face. The distant homes of the port came into stark relief. The ogres rowing away were as gruesome as Sun had warned me. I leaned forward as my posture changed completely. I could feel the weight dropping away and the increased power the wind had as it tugged at my newly sprouting feathers. My bones shrank and hollowed, twisting without breaking into the new skeletal form. I felt what remained of my arms shift around to my back, accompanied by the bizarre sensation of wings growing as the limbs flattened and stretched out. My nose, forever a vague accompaniment to my vision, elongated into a wickedly curved beak.
I tried to cry out my amazement and the only sound was a high pitched trill that echoed in the cliffs. The vast openness before me no longer held any fear. The wind tousling my feathers became an almost living thing that I could feel in the deepest fibres of my body. The eddies and swirling patterns of the morning breeze painted a flourish across the horizon. Waves of thermal currents rose from the sun warmed earth, like vast columns of energy that I could harness. 
All I needed to do was take a step forward and jump. 
My talons chimed against the rock as my wings unfurled, and I bounded from the rim. 
I’d jumped from a plane once as part of a charity drive for one of the bar patron’s kids who’d developed leukaemia. For the entire fall, I’d screamed with my eyes tightly closed. On the plus side, I’d earned over eight hundred quid and the little lass had made a full recovery. 
This, though…
This was beyond any feeling I’d ever had. Love was one thing; a chemical realignment in the brain’s neurons or emotional bond created by a mystical power none could identify. Flying high above the Port of Ishalon was another thing entirely. Something primal; something dating back millions upon millions of years when the first amoeba flopped from the primordial ooze. An impression left long ago on the DNA of the upright monkeys that we now were, remembering a time when we didn’t just cling to branches, we flew from them. 
My effortless form glided across the sky, picking up every little gust to retain energy. I could feel the steadying flutter of my tail feathers. I could feel the instinctive tilt of my wings as they sensed the currents all around me. 
And the view… 
My god, the view!
I’m not sure if it was the differing genetics making up my body that gave me an entirely new appreciation for the beauty of the land below. The blades of grass were more pronounced as I watched shrews and other small mammals scurry through them, rich in emerald splendour. Each wave created by the tide was a marvel as it broke towards the shore and dock, blue and grey foaming masterpieces. The buildings of the port, whether stone or wood, had the mark of their loving craftsman etched into them. Even the tiny fissures in the sprawling silver bluffs all around me spoke of the unrelenting, yet beautiful passage of time. An ageless wisdom held in the dark nooks. 
I circled lower and found Sun navigating a precarious overhang that required her to dangle over emptiness for several feet, using only her fingertips for purchase. I held my eagle breath and squalled when she reached safety. 
She turned to me and smiled warmly. I think it was the first time I’d seen the expression fully light up her face. “I’ll be down soon!” she yelled.
I cawed again, and whirled away on a rising thermal. Soaring higher than ever before, I felt I could touch the heavens themselves. For a fleeting moment, and if I’m being honest, it was a little more than a moment, I considered staying in the eagle form forever. Never in my life had I experienced the unfettered freedom offered by the skies. Fly, hunt, sleep, repeat. Animalistic desires and no responsibilities. No war. No worry. No pain. 
I swooped down, tucking in my wings before using the acceleration to do a series of loops.
Such freedom…
Only the faces of those I loved pulled me back down from the dizzying heights. Feeling a pang of regret, I allowed gravity to draw me back to reality. 
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Chapter 53

Down To Earth


“How was it?” asked Sun, staring down at me, her towering form backlit by the sunlight.  
I lay on the soft grass in a state of stupefaction. The full weight of my body felt like an anchor, securing me in the awful prison of two-legged humanity. I looked skywards longingly. 
“That good?” she pressed, offering a hand.
“Better.” I sighed. “I just can’t describe how free you feel.”
“I can imagine, but we’ve got business in the port,” she replied, grabbing my unenthusiastically returned palm and hoisting me bodily to my feet. 
My human feet. 
With toes instead of mighty talons.
Pack it in! I told myself. You’re a man, not a bird. Deal with it.
I did, however miserably. An achievement lit up my HUD and I opened it.
Achievement Unlocked – Fly Like An Eagle!
Description – We’re not talking about a fantastic 70’s song here, we’re talking about honest to goodness flight. You’ve tasted the freedom that comes from making gravity your bitch. Try not to get too used to it, though. Vomiting partly digested entrails into your squalling young’s mouths is a lot harder than warming up a bottle of extracted breast milk in a microwave.
Reward – Was flight not enough? Fine, take another 5 health potions.
“Charming,” I muttered as I pocketed the reward.
We’d chosen a copse of trees that bordered the foot of the rockface. A small waterfall carried a stream of mountain runoff that kept the otherwise dry, sandy soil moist. Bolt and Duke weren’t bothered by their period of hibernation and set to work on the water and some nearby flowers. We led them reluctantly along the bank until the stream opened onto a modest lake that must’ve drained into the sea beneath the ground. 
“What’s the plan?” Sun asked as we surveyed the area from the shadows. 
Rows upon rows of military tents had been erected outside the rather lacklustre port defences; too many to count. On second thought, I realised I was being a bit of an armchair general. The port was only really exposed on the ocean side, with the Dawnstar forces heavily concentrated on the land within. It made sense that the biggest bulk of the fortification would be spent securing the docks from incursion. Considering how long they had been holding out against the barbarians, it proved the point. 
“I guess we just go and knock. The crows should have carried the message by now, right?”
Sun nodded. “Indeed.”
“Then let’s go and say hi,” I replied, mounting Bolt and giving him a firm scratch of his withers for good measure. 
“After you, sire,” Sun teased.
“Cut that shit out or it’s back to the depths for you, missy.” I chuckled, feeling a little more my old self in the saddle. 
The stiff sea winds washing over the sprawling town carried the heavy tang of smoke. Buffeting the tents, the gusts caused the canvas to flutter and crack against their moorings. The lack of inner port wall wasn’t met with a similar lack of caution amongst the soldiers stationed outside the perimeter of the camp itself. Every trail between the sleeping quarters was guarded by a pair of nervous looking soldiers. Some bore the signs of recent battle, their bandages tainted with fresh blood. Their attire was the same red tabard over chainmail that the soldiers all wore back in Pitchhollow.
“It must be bad if they need the wounded to stand guard,” I said as we approached the beleaguered men.
Before we could climb down and explain ourselves, the world-weary faces of the soldiers transformed. Miserable, downturned lips broke out into wide smiles.
“You really came!” barked one, almost on the verge of tears.
“This way! This way! I’ll take you to the commander!” snapped the other, waving at us eagerly, nearly dropping his spear in the process. 
“You know who we are?” I asked, cautiously climbing from Bolt’s back.
“You’re Mark, and the lady is Sunlith,” he replied. “I’m Cuthwin.”
“Good to meet you,” I replied as his friend took the reins from us. I’d have preferred to keep them stowed away safely, but the poor things needed air and a good graze. “Look after them.”
“Yes, sire,” said the guard with a stiff bow.
“I’m no sire, and you don’t need to bow,” I called back over my shoulder. “How did you know it was us?” I asked as we made our way towards the centre of the camp. Moans of pain and loud snoring accompanied our every step.
“Forgive me, but the lady is hard to miss. Some of the men here remember her from when we passed through Pitchhollow. A tall, tattooed lady who looks as fierce as she is beautiful.”
I caught Cuthwin’s not-so-secretive glance and very obvious blush.
“Call me beautiful again and I’ll cut you,” Sun warned.
“Yes, well…” Cuthwin coughed awkwardly. “We never believed you would actually show,” he explained, dodging between tents and racks filled with weapons and armour. Bruised and bloodied men regarded us with awe from their cookfires. 
I was a little taken aback at how enthused the soldier was to have us here. He must’ve seen the size of the army floating nearby? Judging by his bruises, he’d fought them. “We’re only two people. I’m not sure how much help we can be.”
“After what you’ve already accomplished? I expect you can be a great help.”
“What have you heard? It sounds like you’ve been sold a pup,” I warned.
“I know not what that means. As to what we’ve heard, I’m ashamed to say it’s mostly hearsay from the sentries. While they were posted outside the commander’s tent, they overheard the message as it was relayed.” Cuthwin stopped and faced me. “Please don’t think ill of us. We aren’t normally given over to eavesdropping. The commander will have our heads if he finds out.”
I more than understood their need to cling on to something, however tentative, like a drowning man clawing at a piece of driftwood. With the encroachment on all sides by the forces of evil, hope was all they had left. 
“He won’t hear anything from me, mate. You have my word.”
Cuthwin relaxed. “Thank you, sire.”
“Enough of that. Just call me Mark.”
“As you wish, Mark,” Cuthwin replied. “We’re almost there. I’ll announce your arrival.”
He pointed at the largest of the tents and hurried off towards the door flaps. The guards on duty dropped their spears, forming a cross. “I thought they only did that in the movies,” I whispered to Sun.
“It seems foolish. If I meant the man within harm, using the spears to block me instead of running me through won’t help him. I’d use the distraction to cut them both down.”
“I guess because they know each other?”
Sun shrugged. 
“I doubt they would just crisscross the entrance if Daulf was marauding towards it, would they?”
She shrugged again. “The customs here are strange.”
Cuthwin explained the situation to the guards and the same transformation came over them. Our escort ducked through the canvas and was lost from view. 
“Your legend is spreading,” Sun said absently.
“Our legend. I’d be dead if it wasn’t for you, never forget that.”
The slumbering camp was starting to come to life with excited whispers. People converged on our position from all sides, watching us from the edge of what I now assumed to be the officer’s area. It had a long table with a gazebo style covering. I’m sure there was a proper military name, but I didn’t know what it was. A young boy, probably a page to one of the older warriors, was washing up the wooden plates in a hammered copper drum. Looking confused at the gathering soldiers, his mouth fell open when he finally saw us standing there. I gave him a cheerful wave and he dropped the one he was holding. 
“Mark, Sunlith, please enter!” called Cuthwin as he emerged from the tent.
We made our way over, feeling increasingly awkward at the growing crowd. Our escort bowed as he passed us. “Good luck!”
“Are you not joining us?” I asked.
“In the command tent?” he balked. “Not likely. My place is on guard. I hope we cross paths again.”
“Me too. Thanks for your help!”
The gawkers made way for him and Cuthwin bustled out of sight. At the flaps, the sentries were holding them open for us. I gave each a grateful nod as we ducked into the shadows. I was expecting the same chilly reception from Randulf’s brother as we’d received at Pitchhollow. Instead, I was pulled into a bearhug by the armoured figure of Theodric. 
“Mark of Brite’On!” he roared. “It’s an honour to meet you, friend.” After putting me down, the huge, bearded man made for Sun. Her hand slipped to her axe and the marshal burst out laughing. “Wonderful, wonderful! She is as ferocious as I have been led to believe.”
I’d caught the scent of wine laced breath as the giant had spun me around. The commander seemed less inclined towards me and I noted his mug was filled with water instead of alcohol. Sensible considering the hostile army floating offshore. 
“It’s nice to meet you, Marshal,” I said.
“Call me Theo! No need for formality when we are on the same side!”
“Ok. Theo,” I replied, awkwardly. The marshal staggered back to the table and scooped up his goblet as I turned to the other man. “And you are?”
“Commander Trystan Spencer,” he replied. “I lead the men you see all around us.”
“I hope we’re not bothering you both?” I offered.
“Not at all!” gushed Theo, sagging into his chair. 
“We can come back later?” I suggested. Discussing important matters with someone so wasted was as fruitless as talking down an abusive drunkard on the door. They might’ve walked in as the nicest person in the world. Cue two dozen rounds and a few sambucas and the nice guy or gal turned into the spawn of Satan. Only the hangover, charge sheet, and bruising from being pinned down would be evidence of their excess. I felt the same level of pointlessness while staring at Theo.
“The marshal has a lot to contend with,” replied Trystan, reading my thoughts. “The loss of life has been quite a burden on him.”
I wondered how many brothers and sisters, aunts and uncles had been lost from the wider Dawnstar dynasty. Several in the western lands for certain. I could understand his need to drink away the pain, but there were far more pressing matters to attend to, so I got straight to it. 
“What’s the state of play here? We saw the fires and the ships sailing away.”
“May I ask first if you had any success with the errant sorcerers?”
“We did. Alwyn had them under some kind of spell, but they’re free now. Ilfred is preparing everyone to leave the tower and join the fight at Pitchhollow, the wall, and the islands to the south.”
“Oh, thank the gods,” Trystan groaned. “I feared we had lost their gifts in this war.”
“A few are coming here too.”
“We could certainly use them,” said Theo, pouring a fresh cup.
“Alwyn appears to have allied herself with Gutrender. I think part of my mission is taking her down.” Knowing her power, I still had no clue how I would go about that, or if I would just die a few times and give it up as a stupid idea. The whole point was to try though, so I would give it my best shot.
“I wish we could help you locate her. The last we heard, she’d gathered the sorcerers to her for a war council,” replied Trystan. “Where she is now is anyone’s guess.”
“I already know where she is.” 
“Oh?”
“Ilfred says she’s in Whitespear Mountain or somewhere nearby.”
“Is our cause that hopeless?” Trystan muttered at the news. He had a fair point and I’d assumed the same; she must’ve got a sense of which way the wind was blowing at the outset of the new greenskin invasion, as had the deserters. The main difference between the two disparate groups being that the fallen soldiers only had a limited ability to damage the chances of Kherrash surviving the war. Alwyn was on a whole other level, offering guidance to the enemy that had already seen half of the kingdom fall. “Has she been involved in any of the attacks so far? Did she help when the orcs took the west?”
Trystan sat at the table and shook his head. “No. We’d have heard about it. She hasn’t travelled here to wage war on us either, thank goodness. The ogres have kept us busy enough without spells being thrown into the mix.”
“Randulf explained that they’re testing the defences, but if you don’t mind me saying, that just seems… wrong.”
“I’m feeling the same, but I’d be interested in your opinions.”
“I’ve seen their number, Commander. Even if you could kill three for every one of your men, they would still overrun you in a few hours.”
“Our boys could take ten for every godless heathen out on the water!” Theo shouted, the words slurred to the point of being unintelligible. I didn’t fault his pride, only the swiftness of his descent into paralytic stupor. The drunk debuff was getting perilously close to unconsciousness and the men would be carrying him back to his bed soon. Sun ignored the gibe and continued to take everything in. I suspected being called a heathen was on the lower end of the outright abuse she’d received since making Kherrash her refuge. 
Trystan gave Theo a look of weary resignation before turning back to me. “You think they’re toying with us?”
“What else can it be? I don’t fault your men’s bravery, only their odds.”
“To what end would they do this?”
I’d been thinking on that very point ever since spying the unnecessary retreat of their ships from the sky. “Coming from someone who isn’t a soldier and doesn’t know the first thing about war?”
“You might see clearer than I,” Trystan offered.
“Ok, let’s assume that the goblins and orcs aren’t unlimited in their number. When you’ve put their uprisings down in the past, it’s taken decades for them to recover, correct?”
Trystan nodded. “Many years of peace follow, but the dark cloud of Whitespear ever looms over us.”
“And this is the first time the barbarians have joined them?”
“They were never our allies, but they were always neutral. The ogres were the barbarian’s very own version of our greenskins, taking the attention of their armies and keeping the bulk of the warriors far to the east.”
“And now that Daulf has subjugated the ogres, he has brought their combined power to your port.”
“I don’t follow.”
“Sorry, I was just working it through in my mind. If Gutrender has ordered the barbarians to cut the land in two, what reason could Daulf have for not complying? Why would he play games instead of razing Ishalon to the ground and then push inland?”
“Because he doesn’t want to?” offered Sun.
“That’s exactly what I’m thinking!”
Trystan frowned. “I don’t follow.”
“Think of it this way. How many casualties will Gutrender suffer if Daulf joins the fray and attacks the rear of the wall and the citadels to the south?”
Trystan sat more upright as the cogs started to turn. “Fewer by far.”
“And if he lets the greenskins die in their thousands while at the same time the orcs kill thousands of Kherrash soldiers?”
“He can wipe out the remainder of both armies with ease,” finished Trystan.
I held my hands out and shrugged. “It’s what I would do. Why be equals to goblins, or have to fight their full strength when they can peck away at the port and wait to see who the victor is?”
“And then roll right over them? Good lord, we’re in worse trouble than I’d thought. Even if this is the case, and I think it probably is now you’ve stated it so plainly, we can’t possibly split off and join the rest of the army. Their attacks have us completely pinned down here.”
“And if Gutrender should win, you’ll be attacked by what’s left of his forces in these very fields. Daulf will launch his whole army at the shore and hit you in the back when you’re at your weakest. Kherrash will be his.”
Trystan rubbed at his temple, trying to massage away a growing headache. “What can we do? They have the advantage on the sea. Our vessels are tied up guarding the islands to the south. What few ships we had here went down in the first attack. They didn’t even spare the fishing boats.”
I looked at Sun and the now unconscious marshal, then back to the commander. “I don’t know. I need to have a think on it.”
“You must be tired after your journey,” said Trystan, heading for the exit. “I can find you a tent if you wish?”
“Are there any taverns left in the port? I want a drink and some privacy. And after that a quick walk on the docks.”
“They aren’t safe,” Trystan warned. 
“Is anywhere in Kherrash these days?” I replied.
“I suppose not. Allow me to find you an escort.”
I nodded gratefully and waited by the snoring marshal. Sun grimaced at the trickle of drool that was spilling onto his shoulder. 
“I think we’re in a spot of trouble here,” I said.
“We’ll find a way,” she replied. 
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Chapter 54 

Ishalon


Cuthwin and Horik, his partner on sentry duty, had been designated our personal guard-cum-guides in the port. A few hardy souls remained in their homes and businesses within, but most had fled and camped near the soldiers or had left the area entirely. I didn’t know Kherrash well enough to judge if they were making towards a promise of safety that no longer existed. To my mind, they were just jumping from the frying pan into the fire. In my own world, great migrations of people under threat have happened by land and sea. The refugees on earth didn’t have mountains to contend with that acted as both a shield and a prison to the north, hemming them in to the danger zone. The only ports to embark from within eastern Kherrash were heavily contested, if not enemy territory in their entirety. I felt like we were the proverbial frog, slowly boiling in the horseshoe shaped pot.  
“Where are you taking us?” I asked as we passed yet another perfectly reasonable looking establishment.
“The Mermaid, sire… I mean, Mark,” replied Cuthwin.
“What’s so special about The Mermaid?”
“It’s been abandoned. I know you wanted some peace and quiet to think, so I made sure to get the keys from the port master.”
“Does it still have booze? Alcohol I mean?”
“The landlady only took the chef and a few bags with her. The attacks haven’t pressed deep enough for the ogres to empty the cellars.”
“Yet,” I added. 
“Yet,” Cuthwin agreed. 
I was about to ask what was being done to defend the inner sections within the walls itself when we came across a guard posting. Piles of rock and sand had been formed into barricades between the buildings that gave a clear line of sight for at least a quarter of a mile towards the water. Crossbows and regular bows were stacked neatly under a porch, bolts and arrows by the hundred arranged in neat piles ready to use. The sharpshooters gave us a cursory glance before returning to their watch. News of my arrival hadn’t spread this far at least.
“Will it hold them back if they get past the wall?” I asked.
“Not a chance,” replied Sun.
“Miss Sunlith is right,” said Cuthwin, still red and bashful around her. “The idea is that we take down as many as possible and then fall back. With the size and strength of their shields, I doubt the number of kills will be very high.”
“The ones the ogres carry are the size of feast tables,” Horik added, aghast. 
“And as thick as my arm,” said Cuthwin. “I’ve seen them take a direct hit from a scorpion and it only just broke through the face of the shield.”
I frowned, knowing I’d heard the term somewhere in the movies. “Scorpion?” 
“Floor mounted crossbow, basically. Bolts as long as my arm.”
“Ahh, I know what you mean.” I’d seen a few lining the wall of Pitchhollow. “Do you have much in the way of catapults, ballista, trebuchets?” 
“Trebu-whats?” Horik asked.
“Trebuchets. They can throw rocks hundreds of meters without the wear and tear of a catapult.” 
“Never heard of them,” said Cuthwin.
That gave me some ideas. “I might need to speak to the marshal’s engineers. Could you head back later and see if he has any here?”
“The engineers we have here help to guide the stonemasons in rebuilding the dockside walls. I’ll send a message via the next patrol we see to bring one to the tavern.”
“Thanks. A few of those on the port wall would’ve been a death sentence for the barbarians and ogres. They could’ve smashed through the ships and sunk them.”
“They sound quite devastating,” marvelled Cuthwin. “Do you have them where you’re from?”
“We have all sorts of nasty shit we wish we could uninvent,” I replied. 
They didn’t press me any further on my meaning and we walked the last few minutes in silence. The stone lined streets were far cleaner here. Whether that was due to better hygiene habits, or the abundance of seawater to wash the roads down with, I wasn’t sure. The ground certainly had the whitish hue of salt deposits, but that could just as easily come from the normal, damp air that permeated the place. 
“Here we are,” said Horik, jangling the keys. 
The tavern sign showed a mermaid that was fucking horrifying. I’d been expecting at least half a beauty, preferably the top half, but what greeted me instead was something akin to a finned, silver-scaled bog-witch. Seaweed clung to her scalp, or very well might’ve actually been her hair. The breasts were sagging paps, crusted with barnacles. I caught one look at the things mouth and gave up completely. 
“Is that real?” I pointed up at the gently swinging picture.
“I’ve never served on a ship, but supposedly they exist. My cousin’s a fisherman and he swears blind they’ve circled his boat more than once.”
“Are they dangerous?” I asked as the door swung inwards.
“Only if you’re silly enough to dive in for a swim,” Cuthwin confirmed. 
The building was similar to every other I’d frequented. Low, smoke darkened beams. A stained bar with bottles lining the shelf and a pair of tapped kegs sitting in a nook. The air hung heavy with the good times had within. I could almost hear the laughter and sea shanties sung over countless mugs. Stains imprinted upon stains on the floor, painting a beautiful picture with their lopsided rings. 
The soldiers checked over every inch of the first and ground floors, then the dark cellar. When they were satisfied nothing untoward waited for us, they made for the kitchen. 
“If you’d like, I’ll get the fire going and cook up some food?” offered Horik.
My stomach grumbled in reply. “That sounds like a plan, mate. Thank you. Would you mind if myself and Sun had a bit of time to ourselves out here?”
Cuthwin took the hint and joined his partner in the small nook that doubled as the kitchen. I sat before the cold, dark fireplace, feeling a need to light a fire but lacking the motivation. The chimney in my old flat had been sealed off, so it wasn’t like I was used to having them. I think it just went back to the primal comfort provided by the heat and light. That and the fact there were no TVs with twenty-four-seven streaming services in Kherrash. Or electricity. Or plumbing, I reminded myself.
“What has you troubled?” asked Sun. 
I turned at the sound of snuffling and found Wargy sitting before her like an obedient puppy. One that was already bigger than Honey by a large margin. “Holy crap, he’s getting big!” I kept my voice low so as to not draw the attention of our escort. “You might want to feed him and quickly put him back away or they’re liable to soil themselves.”
“He needs to stretch his legs and grow used to my scent,” she replied. 
Cuthwin walked into the bar, his mouth open. I assumed he was looking to ask for preferences. He saw Wargy, stopped dead in his tracks, and beat a hasty retreat back into the kitchen without saying a word. 
“Whatever you do is fine!” I called. “Do you boys want a couple of mugs of ale?”
I heard nervous whispers before Horik answered. “Yes, please. But could you…”
“He’s house trained,” I yelled. “No need to worry.”
“Unless you’re a barbarian or ogre,” Sun muttered, scratching at the big, floppy ear of her pet.
“Yeah, unless that,” I said to her. Fetching a couple of pint mugs, I topped them with warm ale and delivered them to the chefs. 
“Does that thing bite?” whispered Horik.
“Where did it come from?” asked Cuthwin. “We searched everywhere.”
“Let’s just say there are things about myself and the lady you won’t understand, ok? If you see something weird, just ignore it as best you can.”
“And no, he doesn’t bite!” shouted Sun from the bar. “Unless you keep looking at me, that is.”
Horik burst out laughing and elbowed his friend in the ribs playfully. I thought Cuthwin couldn’t blush any deeper, but I’ll be damned if he didn’t go all the way through the red spectrum and straight to purple. For a second I thought he was choking on something until he elbowed Horik back and hissed, “Shut up!”
“I’ll leave you to it. And Cuthwin, I’ll see if I can put in a good word for you.”
The poor lad went almost black. Ok, I exaggerate, but he was a far darker hue than before he’d met us. I made my way back to Sun who was talking to the warg pup. He cocked his head, listening intently. I knew wolves, and to a lesser extent domestic dogs, were intelligent creatures, but Wargy looked as if he was actually taking it all in. 
“Lie down,” Sun said, and the pup complied. “Stand.” He was on his feet immediately.
“You’re doing well with him. Do you ever use them as mounts, like the goblins?”
“There are some that grow big enough,” she replied. “Others don’t, but they make fine hunters all the same.”
“And Wargy?”
“He’s going to be a big boy when he’s fully mature. I may be able to ride him.” Sun looked at me, her eyes troubled. “May I ask you something?”
“Sure. No secrets, remember?”
“How is it that he is growing so fast? You found him, what, just over a week ago?”
The math checked out. “About that, yeah.”
“And he’s already the size of a three month old warg. A day or two will see him reach adolescence, and then a couple more and he’ll be a full-fledged adult. The growth at the final stages is incredible, and also a part of the reason their faces aren’t all that attractive.” 
“I guess the bones have to give way during the process?” I asked.
“It’s quite painful for them. Some don’t make it. I hope…” Sun fell silent at the thought of losing the pup. It was more than a companion to her, it was a connection to her old life and family.
“He’ll be fine. They’ll all be fine. The gods wouldn’t offer him up only to lose him in such a silly way. And as to the why of his growth? I think it comes down to what I am and what the beings that sent me have decided to allow.”
“I’m a little worried that… at the rate he’s aging…”
Of course! She was afraid that the remarkable growth meant a drastically reduced lifespan. I had no idea how to answer, but I remembered the promise banked from my interstellar sponsor. The tavern was currently hued in blue on my minimap.
“Bart?”
I heard a faint thump upstairs, but there was no sign of him in the bar.
“Bart?”
Two gentle knocks carried through the floorboards above.
“I’ll be right back,” I told Sun, jogging up the creaking stairs. 
He waited for me in one of the tiny bedrooms. 
“Good morning, Mark!” he said.
I shook his hand, genuinely happy to see him. Even though he was a genocidal maniac. “How are you?”
“I’m hanging in there,” he replied. “You know how it is. So much to do and so little time to do it.”
“You’re starting to sound like us,” I replied, grinning.
“I’m trying to better understand how your species can be at once such a marvel and such a fuckup.”
“Bartholomew!” I chided. “Language!”
“Sorry.”
“But to answer your question, we’ve had a lot of practice at being eff-ups.”
He raised his eyebrows in surprise. “Better, paladin. How can I help you? I haven’t been offered a pint, so I guess it’s not a social summons.”
I paused, the question I wanted to ask stuck on my lips. “Wait, you want a drink?”
“It was a bit of your human sarcasm. The feeling of being used. I don’t really want a drink, so ask away.”
“I’m going to have to watch you, aren’t I?” I replied. “My question was about the companions. Sun wanted to know if their rapid growth also means their lives are shorter.”
“You realise this counts as the one time deal answer?”
That brought me up short. Did I really want to waste the one chance I had at learning a secret on helping a friend’s conscience? Of course I did. “That’s ok. I’ll try and talk you round to giving me another.”
“Then the answer is no, not in the least. We’ve just drastically reduced the period it takes to reach adulthood so that you’re not waiting for months. The time lost during this phase is gifted to the end of their life.”
His reply completely blindsided me. It was kind of what I’d been expecting, but the way in which he casually discussed messing with the literal aging process knocked me for a loop. They weren’t just capable of eradicating billions of lives on a whim, they had powers that could adapt and extend it too. I had to ask the next logical question from that. “Bart, can you give immortality?”
The old man form stared at me, deep in thought. “Yes and no.”
“Yes and no, what?”
“That’s all I can say. Keep on keeping on, Mark! You’re doing great!”
And with that he was gone. My mind whirled with possibilities until I came to the logical conclusion that it was far above my paygrade. Fathoming the species which had us ensnared would be no easier than the analogy I’d considered before about the ant under the magnifying glass. Yes, it might see the evilly grinning child, but it had no concept of its motives or the meaning of the circular glass. Leaving the empty room, I headed back to Sun with the good news.
“Wargy’s fine. He’ll go on to live a long and rewarding life.”
She didn’t reply, but I saw the answer comforted her nonetheless. My wastefulness had been worth it, after all, not that anyone with sense would agree.
It had been a few hours since I last checked on Ratty and Spidey and I wanted to test something. Watching Wargy carefully, I withdrew my rodent friend and waited. The fearsome pup glanced our way, clocked the other animal, and totally ignored him. Ratty did the same, seemingly only interested in what I could give him. The milk was gone, and he now seemed quite happy to eat any meat available as I fed him and swapped the rat for the spider. 
I hadn’t told Sun, but I’d been dividing the human flesh between the two pets since leaving Pitchhollow. Spidey was getting to the point I was terrified of him. It. Whatever. The arachnid climbed up onto my lap like Honey would and my entire body quivered in revulsion.
“Don’t do that!” Sun snapped.
“Do what?” I whispered as the spider settled, curling it’s legs under itself.
“Treat it like that,” she replied, scowling. “It can sense your fear. The fact you don’t like it.”
“Aren’t you afraid?” I asked, grimacing. 
“Of course not. It’s your pet. What do you have to be afraid of?”
“I mean… just look at it…”
“You probably look just as awful to it, as it does to you. Get over your childish squeamishness or let it go.”
“Jeez, ok, Mom,” I moaned in an awful imitation of a sulky American youth.
“And don’t talk like that or I’ll cut you and Cuthwin both.”
“You’ve got no appreciation for accents,” I replied.
Spidey was contentedly gazing up at me from unblinking, multifaceted eyes. I knew insects had no way of feeling emotions. They were driven by an instinct governed by the needs of the hive or something like that. As I sat staring at the cold, dark eyes of my pet, I thought I felt something more. I slipped a hunk of meat into its waiting fangs and popped him back away. 
“Sorry. It’s just… well, they creep me out.”
“What do you think happens when you sleep. Spiders and all manner of insects use your face as a toilet. You’ve probably eaten a hundred and not even known it.”
That thought wasn’t very comforting at all. My stomach, previously hungry, grumbled in protest at her words. But then again, was it that unlikely? The little critters were everywhere. I put it out of my mind and headed back to the stairs. “I’ll be right back. I need to ask something else.”
The room was just as dank and empty as I had left it. The windows were still grained with powdered salt. “Bart?”
“Yes, Mark?”
“What’s the deal with the companions we have? Are they just for cosmetic purposes?”
“Someone hasn’t been checking their loot properly, have they?” he replied, cryptically.
“I don’t follow.”
“Cough!” he barked, holding a hand to his mouth. “Check under your pet tab. Cough!”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “What was that all about?”
“I don’t know what you mean. I had something in my throat from the air, that’s all. I couldn’t possibly help you any further. Good luck!”
I was left in the empty room, bewildered. The call came up from below that the food was ready, so I shook my head in a daze and headed down to join them.
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Chapter 55

The Docks Aflame


My belly was full and a fresh fire was crackling nicely in the hearth. I’d finished off two cups of honeymead, but that was my self-imposed limit. Cuthwin and Horik cleared away the plates and cutlery, leaving myself and Sun alone.  
“Bart mentioned something about the companions,” I explained to her. “Let me have a little look.” I immediately found what he was talking about when I set the right filter on my inventory tab for pets. 
Item – Companion Support Kit (Unique) 
Type – Enchantment
Description – This kit converts the chosen companion into a fully active member of the party, under the control of the caster. 
User Requirements – None
Effect – Binds companion to caster
Misc – Companions cannot be permanently killed. Upon death, a twenty-four hour cooldown will commence (does not affect aging)
“Wow!” I marvelled.
“What is it?”
“You know you were worried about Wargy getting old too quick?” I replied.
“Yes?”
“Well, you can stop worrying about everything. I’m putting something in your pack. You can use it on Wargy if you want and it’ll… well it’ll make him your friend for life. Literally. He can’t be killed permanently either. If he gets hurt, he’ll be back in a day, no matter what.”
Sun scanned through her inventory and found it. “Com-pan-yon Su-port Kit,” she said, sounding it phonetically.
“Exactly. Companion support kit. God knows what the kit bit is all about. It’s more akin to a spell.”
“And I just press the flashing box that says ac-ti-vate?”
I tried mine and it gave me the option of applying it to Ratty or Spidey. My immediate instinct was to give it to the one with a reasonable number of legs. I left it alone, promising to give them a pro and con rundown when I could think more clearly. 
“Yeah, just press activate.”
Wargy appeared before Sun again. He clocked the fire, padded closer, and curled up on the floor. His bulky body stole all the heat from us and I chuckled at how doglike he really was.
“Ok, I did it,” Sun said.
Once again I’d been expecting a game-world fanfare of upbeat music and flashing lights. The oversized pup just farted, startling himself with the release. After a cursory sniff of his rear end, he seemed satisfied it wasn’t a threat and laid back down. I couldn’t say the same as I covered my mouth from the stench that wafted over me.
“What does it say now?” I asked, nearly gagging.
“His name is different. It was grey before but now it’s green.”
“Maybe try and get him to come to you, but just think it. I don’t think you’ll need to be shouting commands at him now.”
Wargy jumped to his feet and padded over, licking at Sun’s outstretched hand. 
“That is far easier than years of training.” She looked at him intently and he laid down before her chair.
“You’ve become symbiotic in a way. He’ll respond to your every word or thought now.”
“There’s just one thing remaining,” she said, looking directly at me.
“What?”
“A proper name.”
“What’s wrong with Wargy?” I pouted.
“Everything.”
“Ouch! Sorry, name police.”
Sun had returned her gaze to the pup which panted and smiled at her in its lupine way. “What shall we call you, eh?”
“Champ? Max?”
“Hush, fool,” she whispered, cupping the warg’s head and staring deep into the brown eyes. “We’ll call you Fenrir.”
“Wait, isn’t that a child of a Norse god?”
“Yes, but Norse? What does this mean?”
“Never mind.” I waved away her question because the word was obviously unknown to her. The aliens had taken some of the Viking mythology and integrated it into the Kherrash world. I should’ve figured as much when Sun had explained all about the fjords and life of her people. An idea bloomed and I started to work it around in my head. I needed to confirm a few things before I brought it out into the open.
“Shall we go and have a tour of the docks?” I asked. “I’d like to see what’s going on and come up with a plan.”
“The plan is we’ll probably die,” Sun replied helpfully. “But at least Fen will go on.”
“Fen?”
“I had a wolf named Fenrir when I was a small girl. I always called him Fen for short.”
“I like it.”
Cuthwin reappeared, his sleeves soaked with washing water. “Did I hear you say you wanted to head off?”
“I need to see the docks for myself. Then we can come back and make some decisions.”
“I’m ready to go as soon as you are,” he replied.
Sun allowed Fen to come with us. Cuthwin held the door open and shrunk back as the waist high pup padded past. 
“You’ll be happy to have him on our side when the fighting starts,” I said, patting the soldier on the back.
“I’ll take your word for it,” he muttered, locking the door after us.
“Horik, would you mind going to the commander and asking him to join us in an hour or two? And see about those engineers?” I asked.
“I’m on it!” he replied, heading back to the chokepoint.
We walked through the eerily abandoned streets. The occasional dog would run from cover, spot Fen, and scarper back into the shadows. I saw one or two faces peering nervously from windows. The cry of gulls increased as we neared the gentle patter of waves lapping at dock posts. The massive stone wall was about thirty feet tall, cut through by far too many gates to possibly defend. I understood they needed to keep goods moving, but it also made the defensive position almost useless. More barricades had been built to seal them off, with much of the material having already been destroyed and hastily rebuilt. I wasn’t a warrior, but even I knew it was pathetic. I could’ve broken through with little more than a bad mood and some steel-toed boots. 
“I’ll fetch the watch commander,” offered Cuthwin. 
He raced off towards the steps, yelling about how the heroes had arrived. I groaned inwardly, wishing he’d shut up about it. There was absolutely no way myself and Sun could face off against the combined might of the two factions. Hell, a single boat would be too much, and they had a whole armada. 
My eyes strayed to the faces on the wall that looked down at us. They were all so young. I’d have bet money most of them hadn’t seen a single proper battle. It struck me that the same applied in the camp outside, and in Pitchhollow itself. I hadn’t given much thought to the losses at the foot of Mount Silverspear, only the overall number. What had also been lost were the veterans; their experience, their bravery, their battlefield awareness. The men who could be counted on to hold the line when the shit hit the fan. The teenagers in their uniforms looked the part if you didn’t count the ones who hadn’t yet filled out properly. In their cases, it looked like children playing soldiers having stolen their father’s uniform. I felt a wave of pity that when I was their age, I was drinking and bedding anything that would look at me. Here they stood facing imminent death; a sharp blade in place of a soft bosom. It was no wonder they looked terrified.
Cuthwin came bustling back, waving at us to approach the wall. “Come, Mark. The commander is waiting for you both. Er, Miss Sunlith, could you perhaps…”
I heard Sun growl at my side, but she slipped into one of the alleys and stashed Fen in her pack. Coming back into view, she glared poison at our escort who looked away in fear. Or was it lust? I expect poor Cuthwin felt like the human version of a praying mantis, longing for copulation but knowing the likelihood is that he would lose his head.
“You know when I was a kid, they used to say that if you were mean to someone it was because you liked them,” I said, noting the clotted gore that had been washed into the gutters at the side of the street. Every drop represented an injury or a life stolen.
“So you were just as stupid as a child,” she grunted. “Duly noted.”
“Aww, don’t be like that. He’s a good looking lad.” And he was. A shade shorter than me, with mousy brown hair and brown eyes. Like a young Keanu. 
“I’m looking for vengeance, not love.”
“You do know you can do both?” I suggested as we shuffled through the gathered soldiers with some polite excuse me’s. She was quick, but I caught the subtle flick of her eyes as she glanced at Cuthwin. Was it the faintest glimmer of possibility I spied as we topped the wall, or a temptation to cut him down? “Whoa,” I sighed, grinding to a halt at the devastation that revealed itself. 
From the cliff face, the dock looked like any one of the marinas that lined the British coast. It was the distance that had thrown me off. Now I was closer, the small jetties were vastly larger, capable of serving ships a hundred times the size of the little pleasure cruisers that bobbed on the water back in my world. Masts sprouted from the calm surface beyond the piers, the water lapping at the half burned cloth of the sails. Whatever they had been, trade or war vessel, the barbarians had sailed them from the dock and scuttled them in the deeper water to give unfettered access to the port.
Anything that hadn’t been nailed down was gone, leaving the long walkways strangely empty. Further towards us were the burned out buildings, the thatch little more than ash that swirled within the unyielding stone walls. I spotted charred benches, the spread out catch cooked by the heat and now mouldering on the worktops. A riggers’ workshop, the remains of intricate netting configurations and spools of varying size of rope hanging from scorched frames. There wasn’t a single structure that hadn’t been put to the torch along the entire dock.
“Hail and well met, heroes!” 
I turned from the warzone and had to adjust my view downward. A lot. The poor commander was slightly older than the men around us, but not by much. His height on the other hand? I judged him to be around five feet and a couple of cigarette papers. The first thing that came to mind was Napoleon, except this guy didn’t have the air of aristocratic arrogance, only fear, though he made a good show of hiding it.
“Hi!” I said, offering to shake his hand without thinking. He took it without hesitation, understanding the meaning behind it which showed me he was quick witted at least. Or someone had forewarned him about the Englander’s strange habits. I hoped it was the former. We were going to need it.
“I’m Thomas, the watch commander. We are blessed to have you both with us, though I wonder how you can be of help when we face that.” He motioned through the twin cliffs of rock that sealed the cove to the waiting ships beyond.
I wasn’t about to start discussing the plan that was forming with him until I had more information. “Can you tell us anything about the attacks? Timings? How many they throw at you, that kind of thing?”
He sighed and leaned against the wall, a young man with the weight of hundreds on his narrow shoulders. He could barely see over the thing. “It’s like clockwork. They have no care to try and surprise us, or change the methods of their attacks. The first is always just after dawn, and the second is always around suppertime. Day in, day out. The only thing that changes is what area they attack.”
“Why would they give you every opportunity to get ready for them?” I asked, a piece of the jigsaw falling into place.
“Because they don’t see us as a threat. This is a game to them, they enjoy the fighting. By letting us prepare, the battle is all the more hard fought.”
“Talk me through it. How many land, where, what weapons do they have, anything that can be of help.”
“They dock as many ships as they feel like, it’s never a full assault. Sometimes they only send half of that to increase the challenge they face.” Thomas laughed sourly as he thought of something. “We can’t even really use the walls to keep us safe. They expect a certain force to be waiting dockside to fight in a way they respect.”
“I don’t follow,” I replied.
“If we don’t mass beyond the safety of the wall to do battle as well as using our archers, they kill everyone, even the wounded. If we meet them as equals, many still die, but they don’t put the injured to the sword as they leave. They allow us to gather our men and render aid.”
This was just getting stranger by the minute.
Thomas continued. “They push in just past the barricades below, cause a bit of mayhem with their torches, and then leave. As for weapons, they’re much the same as our own. Swords, axes, bows, that kind of thing.”
I glanced up and down the wall. “Nothing heavy on your side? Scorpions?”
“No. They deemed our scorpions an insult and killed every soldier on the wall during the first assault. Nothing was left of the weapons but kindling. We never replaced them.” 
I noted the dark patches under my feet and moved to the side. “Ok, so we have a good while before they attack again.”
“There’s also the prisoner transfer that occurs. They’ll be heading in soon to collect.”
“Prisoner transfer?”
“They take captives, we take captives. Then at noon, they sail back in and we trade. Again, the first assault saw the marshal execute the ogres and barbarians under our control. They had far more of our men. Their parts washed up for days…” Thomas’s eyes glazed over as he saw the horrific memory play out.
“So now you swap?” I asked. Another piece of my plan fell into place.
The commander looked towards the angle of the sun. “In an hour or so, yes.”
“Does Daulf, their leader, attend the transfer?” asked Sun, eagerly.
“Every time,” Thomas acknowledged. “He likes to taunt us.”
“Excellent.”
Thomas gaped at me. “Excellent? The man’s a monster. He bathes in the blood of his victims. He killed my…” his words trailed off.
“I’m sorry, mate. I didn’t mean it to sound like that. You lost someone?”
“Soon. He fades as we talk,” Thomas replied, the word barely a sigh. “My brother. It’s only a matter of time. He rests as best he can in one of the stores nearby. Those that can make it back to camp do so. Those that can’t… well, we make them as comfortable as possible.”
“Where do you keep the prisoners?”
“In another building’s cellar.”
“I’d like to see them both if I may?” I asked.
Thomas looked uncertain at the request, finally nodding as he came to realise there was nothing to object to. “Follow me. I’ll take you.”
We left the wall and it’s heavy pall of doom behind us.
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Chapter 56

Brotherly Love


We found the ‘infirmary’ two streets back from the wall. Several doors down, a heavy contingent of guards surrounded the property and I guessed that to be the ‘prison’. Thomas paused outside, the men shuffling awkwardly, unable to convey their sorrow. Summoning his inner strength, Thomas seemed to grow a few inches and the look of pain was replaced with surety.  
“Come,” he said, striding inside.
The building had once housed some form of spice emporium. I could see the ingrained circles of the missing barrels lining the entire length of the room. The pleasant smell of the exotic herbs was undermined by the pervasive smell of gangrene and death. There was none of the surgical sterility of my world in this time. Hungry spiders hung from their webs above the dying soldiers. Puddles of blood were washed away between the generous gaps in the floorboards. Flies buzzed all around, promising a new generation of maggots to any wound left open. In short, it was bloody awful. Rows of small bunks had replaced the barrels, their contents far less valuable than the previous placeholder. Two of the bodies had been covered, the blood staining through the fabric near the heads, leaving little doubt as to the cause of their passing. One figure remained, deep in the shadows. A series of candles hung all around him, barely peeling back the gloom. Even from my position and meagre light I could see he was deathly pale and coated in sweat. 
“Please forgive the bodies of my men. They’ll be taken for burial after the exchange.”
“Is that your brother?” I asked needlessly.
“Indeed. His name is Marcus. Come, please. He may be unconscious, but I pray he might hear or feel your presence and draw strength from it.”
I tried my best to ignore the outlines of the crimson shrouds as we passed the fallen. My entire existence moving forward was going to be one of death, so two more bodies was the least of my worries. 
Thomas took up his brother’s hand. “Marcus, can you hear me?”
I joined him at the bedside and recoiled at the smell. The poor kid had soiled himself recently and no one was around to clean up after him. The mortal wound was located around the chest, judging by the spread of blood and the pool gathered beneath the canvas cot. “What happened?” 
“An ogre’s axe. The breastplate was like paper to the brute’s power.”
Sun was keeping a respectable distance. I think she felt guilty seeing the results of her people’s fall from grace. I could also see the line of her jaw bulge as the anger built inside like a pressure cooker. I’d need that in the coming hours. 
“Thomas, would you mind if I just sat with him for a few minutes?” I asked.
“To pay your respects?”
I nodded.
“I’d be honoured. So too would Marcus. I’ll be outside when you are done.” He leaned in and kissed his brother’s pallid cheek. “Give mother and father a hug for me when you see them.” The stoicism broke and he turned away from us, tears flowing freely. 
I took a nearby chair and sat beside the wounded youth. I guessed his age to be seventeen or eighteen, but I was no expert and the severity of his injuries had aged him somewhat. 
“Are you going to do what I think you’re going to do?” asked Sun, suddenly at my shoulder. 
“It’s worth a shot, surely?” I replied.
“If it fails, it’s a waste.”
“I know, but I’m going to try anyway.”
Marcus’s health bar was flashing, perilously close to empty. I estimated the time he had left to be less than half an hour. I combined two health potions into a medium version and summoned it into my hand. “Hold his head, please.”
Sun knelt beside him and gently eased him up. I popped the lid and the smell was exactly as the description noted. That is, rank. Marcus’s mouth hung open, so I tipped a small measure in and waited while Sun angled the head to help it move to his throat. 
“Swallow it, mate,” I urged, as the pale green liquid gathered. It must’ve tickled his tonsils and he half coughed, half choked, taking some of it down and coating me with the rest. Marcus’s eyes flickered open, seeing nothing in their fever. “Just a little more,” I said, tipping the bottle back. This time he gulped it down, though it took a Herculean effort. I emptied the last dregs into his mouth and Sun laid him back.
“It might not work on people that aren’t like you. Like us,” she warned.
I was rapt on the unmoving boy. His breathing remained shallow and the coughing had broken some of the clotting in his wound. Fresh blood darkened the blanket and I slumped back in defeat and closed my eyes. Damnit! I was so sure that it would work.
Sun squeezed my shoulder. “I’m sorry, Mark. It must just be linked to… wait!”
My eyes snapped open. “What?”
“Look,” she marvelled, pointing.
There was movement below the wet blanket, and it took all my nerve to peel it back. The remnants of the deep cleft were bad enough. I saw the fleshy edges of severed muscle and shattered ribs, but only for a few moments as the two sides knitted back into a complete chest once again. The deathly pale visage turned a slightly healthier shade of pink. Marcus’s laboured breathing became stronger as the lungs drew in full measures of air. He was still out for the count, though his health bar was now almost full. 
“I can’t believe it worked,” I said, rubbing at my face. 
“You’re a good man, Mark. A hopeless fool, but a good man.”
“What kind of person would I be if I didn’t try and make things better?”
“A sensible person,” she replied. “You can’t carry the weight of the world.”
I almost laughed. That was precisely my burden, though, and I would carry it wherever it took me. Which right now was out into the street and down into the cellar to see the prisoners. 
Thomas clanked back through the doors having regained his composure. I held my euphoria down, remaining mournful as he approached. It was so bloody hard not to smile and even Sun had to turn away to hide her glee. The commander took it as sadness and reached up to pat her shoulder as he passed. Their disparate heights made the gesture almost comical and it nearly finished me off. I could barely contain myself as he slowly approached the bed for what he assumed might be the final time. I heard his breath catch and the scuff of his boot as he came up short.
“What?” he asked of no one in particular. “How?”
I shrugged. “He seems ok. A bit of rest and he’ll be on his feet in no time. I think you might’ve misjudged his condition.”
Unsteady hands gingerly peeled back the saturated blanket and Thomas gasped. 
“Damned fine blacksmithing I guess?” I said. “The breastplate was obviously solid.”
Without saying a word, he moved to a bench and tossed back another sheet, revealing the armour. He lifted it up and peered at me through the long, inward facing gouge. It looked like a giant had started to dig in with a can opener and been called away before completing the task. 
“I think that was someone else’s,” I said.
Marcus coughed and tried to sit up. Thomas’s emotional dam broke and he flung the armour across the room, running to his brother. 
“Water,” Marcus rasped.
I pulled a bottle from my inventory out of sight and passed it over. The two siblings rocked in each other’s arms, Thomas acting as the nurse, helping with the drink. I glanced at Sun and cocked my head back at the entrance. She nodded and we made ourselves scarce. Faces were peering in through the open door, trying to make out what was happening. 
“He’s a bit beaten up, but he’ll be ok,” I told them as I pushed gently through the throng. They did a passable job of concealing their disbelief and fear while recoiling from my new smell caused by the spat potion. 
I took a deep breath, grateful to be away from the stench of rot and death, though the troll aphrodisiac was almost as bad as it dripped from my clothes. The sea breeze had cleared the air now that the fires had been quenched. If I closed my eyes, I could almost imagine I was standing on Brighton pier, deciding between a double scoop of mint-choc-chip or bubble-gum flavoured ice cream. Ok, so my taste buds were a bit eclectic. It wasn’t a crime. If I’d mixed them, however…?
The achievement tab pinged and without anything to currently do, I opened it up. 
Achievement Unlocked – O Brother, Where Art Thou?
Description – You have saved the last living relative of Thomas Sterwick. If we had the ability to experience emotions, that reunion would have had us blubbing. But we don’t. So we aren’t. It’s just a bit of dust in our eyes. 
Reward – 10 minor healing potions
+ 10 Realm Points
I was racking up the realm points and growing more frustrated with the lack of an obvious use. The icon was still greyed out and unable to be selected. My thoughts were nudging towards a town construction or something along those lines. I was getting regular equipment drops. My inventory was increasing by the hour, and my levels were slowly climbing after the splurge of early increases. It said realm, as in the whole realm, and I was baffled what else it could be. The not knowing was almost killing me. With a grunt of dissatisfaction, I put it out of my mind. 
I motioned for Sun to join me away from the soldiers. “I needed to ask you something. You spoke about your people’s sorcerers before, shamans, witches, that kind of thing.”
“What of it?”
“You said they were fakers, charlatans, handy with some ground up herbs and clever talk.”
She couldn’t understand where I was going with the questions. “So?”
“As much as you don’t believe in their mysticism, do your people?”
“Completely.”
“Completely as in fear the omens, don’t want to anger the gods type of completely?” I asked.
Sun nodded. “They know if they displease the gods they will never walk in the Halls of Gundar. Daulf has managed to convince them that this is the way. His Völva is wily and can make men ill if they anger her.”
I was sure the name was the same as that used by the Vikings, but I’d already decided to leave that quirk in the system alone. I wanted to know more about her powers. “Ill, how?”
“Vomiting and shitting their britches,” Sun replied with distaste. 
“But she could just poison their food and do that. Does she not have any spells? Any special abilities like the sorcerers?”
“The mastering of spellcasting has been limited to the humans for a thousand years or more.”
“Interesting…” I mused. “Will she be with him?”
“They normally stay in their caves, but in these strange days, anything is possible.”
“Stop with the lollygagging!” Thomas barked as he left the infirmary. “He’ll be up and about in no time, you can talk to him then!” The stern gaze softened as he passed the soldiers who frantically returned to duty, a new spring in their step. “I don’t know the how of it, but I thank you, Mark.” He grabbed me in a hug and just as quickly let me go. “Mother and father were lost when the west fell. Marcus and myself are all that remain of our family. When the war broke out, our posting kept us well away from the worst of it, which was hard on us both. Truth be told, I think we’d have rather have gone down fighting for my town with our parents, but that’s in the past. Now here I stand, a teenage watch commander for a bunch of children who look to me for guidance.”
“And you’ve given it to them. They still hold the port.” 
“Because the barbarians allow it,” he countered.
“Possibly. But you still fight when others would’ve fled, so don’t be so hard on yourself.”
He smiled wanly and beckoned us towards the makeshift prison. “We had to use the fish house as it’s the only place with a cellar big enough to house the ogres. Are you sure you want to go in there? The ice has melted long ago and the smell is quite pungent.”
“Yeah. I need to see something quickly. I’ll be two minutes, tops.”
“Shall I come with you?” asked Sun, readying her weapons.
“I’ll be fine. I kind of want to go alone and see what’s going on down there.”
“It’s your funeral,” she replied.
“I don’t want a burial at sea!” I informed her as I passed into the vastly more heavily guarded building.
“You’ll get what you’re given. I might even feed you to Fen,” she called after me. “At least you’ll be useful.”
“Bitch!” I called back with my best catty voice.
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Chapter 57

 Baiting The Bearbane


“There aren’t any torches down there!” called one of the guards as I reached the heavy trapdoor.  
“I don’t need one,” I replied. 
The cellar access had no chain or lock to secure it, and I guessed it was more a formality than an actual attempt to hold the prisoners. They knew they would be freed in due course, so there was no need for an attempted escape. I knelt down, listening intently. They were all laughing about the boys they had killed and how many more would fall to their blades before the war was done. Others were plotting the means of spending their spoils, what crop of land they would steal and settle. Their utter disdain for the suffering they were causing set my rage meter to max. I flung the door back and it crashed against the floor, killing the mutterings dead. Taking each step down with an unhurried gait, I reached the bottom in near darkness. With my growing Night Eyes skill, I saw enough of the room to make out nearly two dozen figures. The barbarians were fearsome enough, but the ogres were on a different level. Pot-bellied and enormous, the shortest would’ve stood over nine feet tall. Their abysmal hygiene fought with the ingrained smell of stored fish in an effort to make me gag. 
“You here to let us go?” asked one of the barbarians. 
I stared at him for a while, his pupils heavily dilated as if he’d been hitting the bag in the pub toilets. It wasn’t cocaine at play here, just the darkness that surrounded us all. To him, I must’ve been little more than a vague outline. To me, he was stood in an early twilight. My burgeoning plan was about to begin, and I pulled up his information. 
“What a disappointment you are to Gundar, god of the War Halls,” I growled, studying the faces of the barbarians.
“What do you know of our gods, boy?” asked their leader. 
“I know more than you can imagine, Sigeræd Ludinsson.”
His glare turned to shock as he took a pace backwards. The other warriors started to mutter, except for the ogres who seemed content to pick their noses or bellybuttons for treats. “Who told you my name?” Sigeræd demanded.
“Gundar gave them to me as he sat on his throne, enraged by what you have become. Skuf Æiriksson, Grom Rockcleaver, Yngvar Selkorsson, all of you are doomed to walk in darkness, never feeling the warmth of the hall’s fires. Your ancestors weep.”
“You dare speak of my ancestors!” he roared, launching himself at me. 
I activated my Holy Shield as he neared. Sigeræd’s charging form hit the golden sphere, and the energy of his expulsion sent him reeling back into the arms of his men. The entire cellar was almost day bright from the illumination I threw off. 
Counting down the short window of remaining time, I scoffed at the cowering men and left without saying another word. 
The first seed had been planted. 

[image: image-placeholder]Marcus had been taken out of the infirmary and placed in the outer camp. I was a little nervous about the story of his recovery spreading further and what the soldiers would think of me. Their smiles and grateful looks assuaged some of my worry. 
Now we were all stood dockside, waiting as a pair of ships sailed towards us. 
Sigeræd was eyeing me warily. His men regarded me with outright fear. My little ploy was starting to produce the first shoots from the fertile soil of their minds. The ogres had exhausted their supply of boogers and instead were scratching themselves in places best not mentioned. Even though these things were our prisoners, I couldn’t help but notice the stark contrast between the two forces. The barbarians and their vassals were warriors born. Thomas and his contingent looked almost ridiculous ‘guarding’ them. 
“Sun, remember what we discussed?” I whispered as the first ship neared the jetty.
The wake from the vessel slapped against the pilings beneath our feet. I noted Daulf immediately as he chuckled pitilessly from the bow. He clung on to the carved lady, an intimidating figure. The skin of his body was mostly a single tattoo, such were the volume of battles he’d won. A bear’s head topped his iron helm, while the rest of the black pelt hung around his shoulders. 
Name – Dhaulf Bearbane (Level 12) (Boss)
Description – Warlord of the barbarian and ogre forces. A teenage Dhaulf saw his fjord burned to the ground and his people slaughtered. That burning rage shaped him into the hateful figure you see today.
Weakness – Poison. Disease. 
Immunities - None
Thomas’s soldiers caught the thrown ropes and looped them around the dock ties before backing away hastily. Daulf and the others burst out laughing and jumped down leisurely from the gunwale. He clocked Sun instantly, which wasn’t unexpected. I could feel the hatred emanating from every pore as they stared at each other. 
“Remember the plan,” I whispered. “His time will come.”
“Ho, Commander Thomas,” called Dhaulf, the sarcasm dripping. “I see my men have been well cared for.”
“I trust the same can be said of ours?” replied Thomas.
“Not really,” said Dhaulf, disdainfully.
Dawnstar soldiers were flung from the ship, crashing to the dock in a pained heap. They were a mass of injuries, most of which had been inflicted after the fighting. 
Thomas made to retaliate until I held him back. “Just wait.”
The second ship pulled up along the opposite side of the dock and more of Thomas’s soldiers tied it off, while others helped their friends to stagger to safety. Dhaulf was alternating his malicious gaze between myself and Sun. There was an underlying pensiveness to his outward demeanour. Our presence had thrown him, and I planned to capitalise on that. 
As soon as the injured were behind our lines, I grabbed the mortally wounded barbarian nearby and marched him to the water’s edge. I nodded to Sun to begin.
“I challenge you to single combat, Dhaulf Cowardsbane,” she declared. “I have spoken to the gods and have risen to become the most powerful Völva of all time. Gundar himself has tasked me with ending your tyranny.”
My expectations of either a furious rampage or outright hilarity were well founded when Dhaulf roared with laughter. The prisoners on our side didn’t join in, their looks of fear giving pause to the barbarians surrounding the warlord. 
“Sun has made me a chosen brother, Dhaulf Weakwilled!” I declared, triggering my single target Fated skill on the dying man. The crimson life essence swirled in the afternoon air and I made a show of acceptance as it flowed into me. I let the corpse fall into the water, never breaking eye contact with my enemy whose smile was long gone. 
“Gundar has forsaken you, Dhaulf,” Sun mocked. “If you agree to fight me here and now, his wrath might not reach out to your people and your vessels.”
His face darkened as the simmering fury erupted. “We are thousands strong! Why would I waste a breath on you when I can take this pathetic port at my leisure?”
“Then I speak to your people,” Sun continued, turning to the others. “You are better than this. The humans have ever been our friends. I can promise that relationship will continue if you end this evil. If you end Dhaulf. Or bring him to me, and I’ll end him the old way. The barbarian way.”
“Enough!” Dhaulf roared. “I take Ishalon today! Your blood will stain the stones for a century to come. And you,” he pointed at Sun, “Wolfbitch. Your parents will suffer a thousand wounds for your insult before I take their heads.”
The words triggered a gong in my mind as a whole other piece of my friend’s life fell into place. She wasn’t an orphan after all.
Sun tensed, ready to launch herself into battle. My heart skipped a beat as the whole plan teetered on the brink of collapse. One push and the entire armada would likely descend on us within the hour. The multitude of arrows nocked to our rear might kill a few of the barbarians and ogres, but not enough to stop them from reaching the open sea to summon their full strength. 
“Sun! Don’t! Not like this.”
“Listen to your pet, Wolfbitch. I’ll see you in combat soon enough, mark my words. And the rest of you!” he boomed, addressing the Dawnstar forces. “Today, you die in agony. Make peace with whatever gods you worship, for you’ll meet them soon enough.” The warlord spun away, barking orders at his men.
I locked eyes with Sigeræd as he joined them, the warning carried in my unflinching gaze. I needed him to spread the story of my powers, to sow dissent. 
“Gundar will make you suffer,” Sun called out, having regained her composure. “His eagle will mark you. The ocean will become your tomb! Bring Dhaulf to me, and I will sate our god’s wrath with my axes. Defy me, and you will all die before nightfall!”
“It is you who will be dead,” Dhaulf snapped, spitting onto the dock. 
Their oars cut into the water, propelling them away from the jetties. Sun was shaking at my side. I could well imagine the conflict that was tearing her apart. If Dhaulf sent word back to wherever he held the captives ordering her parent’s torture and execution, nothing I was preparing to do would make a jot of difference. My hope was that his hubris would be his undoing; the need to kill us all the only thing on his mind. The certainty that he could send word in the morning after doing his worst to Ishalon and its defenders would still the order for now. 
“We’ll get them back,” I promised.
“I appreciate your words, but I would like to be alone for a while. You can find me on your… well, you know.” 
I nodded as her dot on my minimap retreated towards the wall. 
“That was intense,” said Thomas with a shudder of pent up adrenaline. “How do you know it will work?”
“I don’t, but I’m going to give it a bloody good try. Prepare your forces in case I should fail. Explain to the marshal that no matter what, the fate of Ishalon will be decided by tomorrow morning. We need everyone that can wield a sword in readiness.”
“As you will, Mark,” Thomas replied. “Do you need anything from me and mine?”
I shrugged. “Thoughts and prayers might help.” It seemed to work on social media, anyway. 
The second seed had been planted. It rowed away across a becalmed sea.
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Chapter 58

The Deeps


I circled high above, watching the streets fill with thousands of Dawnstar soldiers. Time was of the essence, so I hadn’t bothered to wait around and see if the marshal would comply with my request before transforming. Satisfied that he and Trystan had heeded my call, I caught a stiff westerly breeze and rose higher on the currents of air. Gliding over the port, then the cove, and finally the cliffs, I felt the same urge to remain free, to leave the ground prison behind. Thankfully, the siren song wasn’t as powerful as before, and the image of a reunited Wolfkin family shattered the allure completely.  
Lacking a degree in advanced ballistics, I remained up in the clouds while I checked out the ships below. The barbarians had bows, I’d seen them. If the ogres did too, their arrows would likely reach a bloody sight higher than their overlord’s could. And that would mean one very dead Mark in eagle form. I needed to descend if our ruse was to work though, so I folded my wings and allowed my weight to circle me ever lower. I levelled out at what I guessed to be a mile or so and studied the deck of the ogre abominations as thoroughly as I could. Unwieldly weapons and bodily leavings were strewn everywhere. I couldn’t imagine how they remained upright when every third step would put their foot in a pile of ogre shit. Below decks was off limits to my view, but I was somewhat heartened to see nothing on the deck itself. If anything should be pulled out, I’d have a few moments to try and gain some height. 
Dropping another few hundred metres, I began to whistle and trill, trying to get their attention. Having been primed by the fearful warning of Sigeræd and the others, I eagle laughed when I saw the panic break out. The chittering shrill of my mirth sent them over the edge and they started to run around on their vessels, not knowing what to do. I found Dhaulf’s flagship and performed a series of loops, hoping to send the signal that it was marked. Fifty bows or more were drawn, their strings quivering under the strain. I cawed in terror, preparing to fight my way higher against the winds. The bows thrummed as arrows flew, stopping far short of ever getting near me. Most plinked into the ocean. A handful of strays landed on the other ships, skewering the men and driving them to even greater bouts of fear. 
With the next seed planted, I shrieked once more and headed back to the cliffs. The next part of the plan was the most dangerous. One mistake and I would be respawning somewhere, somehow, having failed Sun and her parents. I couldn’t let that happen. Landing on a ledge twenty or so feet above the crashing waves, I transformed back into my human form and let the spray wash over me for a minute while I summoned my courage. It wasn’t that I didn’t trust the aliens, it was just… well, you know the rest. I found the potion hiding in my pack and slipped it into the quickslot bar. 
“Potion of water breathing, huh?” 
I activated it and waited for the gills to sprout down my side or on my neck. Would I develop an abiding fondness for sexual encounters with molluscs like a recent superhero I’d watched? When nothing untoward appeared on my body, I scrabbled down the rocks to an overhang that would allow me to hit the water and avoid being smashed to pieces against the rocks. I dived in, slipping easily beneath the waves and kicking for a few seconds before surfacing. I bobbed on the water for a while, knowing that the next seconds would either see me heading for the anchored ships or settling into the dark murk below where I would be food for crabs. 
“You can do it,” I said, spitting out briny water that splashed into my open mouth.
I stopped kicking and sunk beneath the surface. The susurration of the waves and shrill cries of the gulls became a muffled trickle and then near total silence as my ear drums filled. The sun refracted through the layer of water above, a shimmering world of blue and gold. 
This was it. 
Now or never. 
I let go of my fear and took a breath. I’d been expecting the full density of water to fill my lungs, brimming like a pair of full bottles. Instead, the sensation was exactly the same as breathing normally. Whether it was a magical filtration system that took only the oxygen, I wasn’t sure. All I knew was that I was a few feet down, existing in yet another world that wasn’t my own. 
Coupled with my night eyes, the gloom of the ocean was pared back a little. Fishes darted around me, sensing my trespass in their underwater kingdom. Out of nowhere, my mind started to play the Jaws theme tune. I’d found a major flaw in my plan. A plan that was already in motion and couldn’t be stopped. It reminded me of a time I’d cycled to the top of some hillocks we called the Switchbacks. As soon as my wheels had started to roll, I knew the gradient was too steep. Add in the youthful knack of ignoring standard vehicular maintenance, and you had a screaming teenage Mark hurtling down the hill on a bike with no brakes. Or at least brakes that had quickly given up the ghost, snapping off, and bouncing away in the compacted dirt. What had surprised me was that as I moved at breakneck speed towards the bottom, I grew remarkably calm. My brain seemed to slow time and laid out two options to consider. Try and ride it out, likely reaching a speed which could prove fatal if I hit any of the trees waiting at the bend, or jump. I’d steered towards the grassy hedgerow and jumped. The pain was terrible, but survivable. 
The hill I was now racing down had no diversion to offer. Realising that the limited time was ticking away, I stayed beneath the surface and kicked towards the red dots on my minimap. I’d used one of the linked abilities to mark Dhaulf’s ship, but headed for those surrounding it instead. 
As I neared the markers, I dived lower to ensure the men on board didn’t take pot-shots at the shadow believing it might be an easy meal. Out of nowhere I felt something bulky brush past my leg, knocking me askew. My balls crawled right up into my throat in terror. I was twenty feet or more down in the pitch darkness. My eyesight only revealed as far as my arm could reach. Whatever had nudged me was big. Very big. I know that not all behemoths in the deeps are a threat to humans, but I also knew that a lot of them were. In a bit of a panic I swam higher, feeling my way towards the hull of the ogre vessel above. The sharp barnacles cut into my searching palms. 
Here goes nothing.
I popped my Holy Shield and conjured a jar of the goblin explosives just outside the skin of my protective shell. The volatile mix detonated the second it hit the ocean. Knocked back briefly by the concussive wave that tore through the water, I screamed in my cocoon as the massive rent in the ship sucked me inside with the flooding water. In the churning tumult, I crashed against thick timbers and barrels that were roiling in the mix with me. I saw one of the containers spilt, the preserved food joining the maelstrom. If I’d been panicked by the unseen creature outside, the feeling I got when my shell wore off and I was battered senseless in the bilge was a hundred times more acute. I screamed in the darkness, bubbles streaming from my mouth instead of noise as I swirled. No matter how much I kicked, the power of the sea wasn’t to be ignored. I was a lump of flotsam, taken where the water decided. My health dropped with each impact, requiring me to waste a potion for my stupidity.
In that moment of healing, I feared I had doomed myself. I couldn’t see anything long enough to get a bearing. As soon as I clutched onto one of the braces or whatever they were called, I was yanked free by the force of the water. I heard a mournful groaning as the vessel began to list, then the muffled cracks of wood breaking under the strain. With the ship torn in two, the vast compartment I was trapped in finally filled with enough liquid to reduce the turbulence within.
Daylight pierced through from above, highlighting the thrashing and sinking figures all around me. I felt the hands of a drowning ogre latch onto my ankle and I turned to stare down at the pitiful face. His mouth was wide open, a froth of bubbles rising as mine had moments ago. Whereas I drew a breath and received new air, the monster only filled his lungs with brine. The strength left the grip and I kicked his hand loose, giving him over to the deeps, but not before looting his body.
A heavy iron boot smashed into my face as its owner tried to kick and stay afloat. With the sheer weight of armour burdening the massive body, it was a doomed effort from the beginning. As if I was a long lost friend, the ogre wrapped its massive arms around me and squeezed. I’m not sure what he was hoping to achieve, but when the water closes over your head and there’s only one way to go, I guess it was a misplaced survival instinct. Instead of fighting the embrace, I allowed myself to be drawn downwards, the faint light darkening by shades until all was black again. My huge companion died, releasing my body, and I kicked gently towards the surface once more, taking his belongings with me. 
Bobbing amidst the waves were the fortunate ones who had been topside. They’d either shucked off enough armour to stay afloat, or hadn’t been wearing it in the first place. I followed their path towards the nearest ship from a depth of ten feet, watching the cooldown on my skill carefully. My heart nearly stopped entirely when a shape darted past me towards the churning froth of kicking legs. The ocean turned a dark crimson as the top half of the bitten ogre sank, its entrails spooling out like the tentacles of an octopus. My attack had caught them unawares, devastating in its effectiveness. But even my exploits paled in comparison to the frenzy caused by the unseen predators. 
I stopped kicking entirely, just making gentle figure-of-eights with my open hands to maintain my depth. I wasn’t an expert by any means, but I knew two things; sharks, if that’s what they were, went for blood and movement. Or was it killer whales? I wasn’t entirely certain. All I did know is that the ogres desperate attempts to reach the other ships was like ringing the dinner bell to the denizens of Poseidon’s dark realm. They looked like huge baby seals, ready for eating.
I changed my route entirely, beelining for one of the barbarian vessels as more shadows zipped around and past me to feed. This time, I was more cautious and maintained a healthy distance from the barnacle coated hull before summoning my shield and bomb. The shockwave smacked into me, but I kicked away with everything I had and broke from the powerful suction. Remaining in one piece, the ship went down by the nose, plunging a hundred warriors into the water above. 
Repeating the trick for a third time on another ogre barge, I struggled to see through the increasing debris and blood that was swirling in the sea around me. I was unsure if three boats would prove enough, but my soul was slowly crushed as each unmoving, serene face floated past me. Or worse, the parts that hadn’t yet been devoured. There was no way I could kill any more, so I started to swim slowly back to the shore. With luck, my words and the prophetic sinkings would be proof enough that the two clans floating outside Ishalon would offer up Dhaulf on a platter. If not? Then we would put up the best fight we could on the docks. All of the seeds had been planted, watered, and all that remained was to see the result. 
Something bit down on my legs. 
Before I could even scream, it dragged me downward. 
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Chapter 59

Vengeance


My  Holy Shield cooldown was thirty seconds away as the world retreated above us. Through the agony of my tattered legs, for some strange reason I had only one thought going through my mind; decompression. One of my fellow bouncers had experienced a very mild case of the bends and he swore it was the worst he’d ever felt. Was it caused by scuba diving or free diving too? Did my cheat constitute free diving, or was this something else entirely? Would I be able to swim to the surface without suffering any ill effects? As if it wanted to remind me what was happening, the creature holding me firmly in its mouth ground its teeth a little, shredding my muscles further. I was going into shock, that much was obvious. My health bar was dropping like a stone and the Bleed debuff was only eating into it faster. If I didn’t do something quick, nitrogen bubbles in my bloodstream would be the least of my problems. I treble mixed the health pots and popped it, seeing the dancing motes in my vision retreat a little.
Think! 
By the feel of the water flowing against me, I was held in a sideways bite by the thing. I reached out with my left hand, feeling the frigid, smooth skin of the creature attacking me. My fingers slipped into a fluttering cleft, and I ripped at the flaps, praying they were gills. The pain I inflicted was returned threefold as it spasmed and bit down harder. The effects of the healing were rapidly fading, my bar flashing red again. There was only one area that might prove crippling to the beast, so I probed with my hand until I found the flexible orb of its eye. Dousing the coward’s blade with spider venom in my pack, I equipped it and plunged it in as deeply as I could. The creature spasmed again, except this time it was due to my blade hitting something vital. Thick blood jetted over my hand in the dark. The once powerful swoop of its tail fins weakened, then stopped completely. I swapped the dagger for my sword, jammed it into the partly open mouth, and cracked the jaws as wide as my increased strength would allow. The extra space wasn’t enough to prevent me tearing the muscle open a little further as I freed myself from the cavernous maw. 
I activated my protective shell, pausing the damaging effects of the attack for a few valuable seconds while my health potion cooldown ticked away. It was going to be a close call whether I would be able to chug it before the final points drained, leaving me as dead as the nearby creature. I had to know what it was, and loot the bloody thing for good measure in revenge. The murky water robbed all ability for my eyes or the golden light of my sphere to illuminate the enemy. When I pulled up the bestiary, I was glad.
Name – Kherrashi Deepdweller
Description – A giant fish not unlike the Great White Sharks found on earth. These monsters also carry four stubby legs, similar to an alligator, which allows them to hunt on the land should it wish. If you were scared by the Jaws theme tune before, that dun dun, dun dun, will haunt your dreams forever more.
Weakness – Poison
Immunities - None
I stripped it bare, promising to look through the goods later. I pulled out my Laerothi shield and floated in my amniotic sac, waiting. The glow faded, leaving me in utter darkness and with the effects of the attack working fully on my ravaged body again. I noticed a slight change to the debuff. The combination of pressure and cold had a delaying effect on Bleed. Coupled with the passive healing from my armour, these were the only things that would save me from the dwindling red bar that was my life. And even then it would be hit or miss if the timer would refresh in time. 
The mixed potion was standing ready in my quickslot. As the last points of my health ebbed away, I spammed the button with my mind, knowing milliseconds would count. The slow seconds seemed to drag on forever, and I started to feel sleepy, my eyelids growing as heavy as lead. 
Three percent.
Click, click, click.
Two percent.
So tired. Click, click.
One percent.
I figured I would sleep for a while. Nice and warm and cosy. 
Click. 
Darkness. 

[image: image-placeholder]I cracked my eyes open and squinted at the strong rays of sunlight which blinded me. The salt water which had crusted near my closed lids started to sting and I rolled sideways, blinking away the pain. I found myself on damp sand, the tide lapping against my feet as it began retreating out to sea. Panic hit me like a bolt of lightning and I jumped to my feet, whirling around in a circle. I was at the northern end of the Ishalon cove, the cliffs at my back. 
I’d died! 
Hadn’t I? 
I checked my character tab and found nothing that hinted at my fate either way. The boosted health potion was nowhere to be found on my quickslot bar, so had I taken it in time or wasted it? 
The roar of crashing oars carrying over the water brought me back to the moment. I turned out to sea and found the armada propelling itself towards the docks, the rhythmic chant of the coxswain timing each stroke expertly to reach the maximum speed. I shifted my gaze back to the port and found the horizon filled with scarlet tabards. Everyone was waiting to meet the barbarian force head on, do or die. I raced to join them, the soft sand robbing me of much needed momentum. Upon seeing me, an almighty cheer rose up, drowning the cries of the approaching army. Sand gave way to stones as I climbed the sea defences. I reached the port and jogged up the steps at the end of the dock. Following the frantically pointing fingers that directed me to the marshal’s position, I sprinted past soldiers and burned out buildings. Braziers blazed, ready to light the flame arrows which were nocked and ready to fire. I reached the command position and Sun nodded at me.
“Nice of you to join us,” she said. 
“I thought I’d best put in an appearance. I was just sunbathing up the beach.”
“Your face is rather red,” Sun confirmed, looking me up and down. “You’re too pale to be out in it all day. You’ll get moles that bleed.”
That was a nice way of saying I was at greater risk of skin cancer. “Thanks for your concern.”
“I just don’t want you dying before the battle.”
The two leaders gave us strange looks before interjecting. “You’ll forgive my initial reluctance to follow Thomas’s request,” said the sober-ish marshal. 
I had no clue about the back and forth they’d had prior to my arrival, only that they were here now. “No problem.”
“That was quite a show you put on. When their ships started to sink, I don’t think I’ve heard such a celebration amongst the men. How on earth did you accomplish it? I assume it was your doing?”
“It was, but it’s better you don’t know the how of it. I was hoping it would scare the hell out of them and have them see sense,” I replied miserably. “It looks like I’ve killed us all.”
Trystan grunted. “My men are eager for the fight. The spectacle of being taunted day after day was poison to morale. Even if we fall, they’ll remember this day in their histories. We’ll make them bleed until the water runs red.”
I caught the smell of burning logs and remembered the braziers. “What’s with the flaming arrows? Why haven’t you used them before?”
Trystan’s face darkened. “In truth? We did use them during the second attack. They burned my men alive in retaliation. After that, I’ve been dancing to their tune like a fool on strings. Well, that stops here!”
The men listening yelled their approval. Or should I say boys? I heard at least one voice break, hinting at their true age. Right then, it didn’t matter. We were warriors all. Ready to die for what was right. 
“Shields!” yelled the commander, and the clattering of a thousand plates of steel echoed within the cove. 
The men wielding them eyed the sky, watching for the first volley of arrows. I moved slightly to my right, preparing to protect both myself and Sun from the projectiles. The vessels were a couple of hundred feet away, cutting smoothly through the water like a shark’s fin.
Trystan looked perplexed, then raised a hand. “Draw.” The afternoon came alive with the strain of pulled bowstrings. “Loose!” he screamed, dropping his arm. The sky above our heads filled with the whistle of arrows, their fiery flight leaving thin trails of black smoke that were sucked away by the sea breeze. The enemy were ready, their own shield wall held high to negate the volley. Arrows thumped into the timber, sails, and rigging of the ship, but were quickly quenched.
“Draw!” roared Trystan. “Loose!” 
The next volley came hot on the heels of the first, and some of the fires started to spread before the warriors could snap off the shaft or toss buckets of water on them. 
“Why are they not firing?” demanded the commander.
“Too busy holding their shields?” I offered.
He shook his head in denial, scowled more deeply, and raised his arm again. “Draw! Loose!” 
A return salvo was fired back, woefully inaccurate as the arrows landed harmlessly on the dock or in the water. At least a dozen of the proud ships were fully on fire and would not make it back out to open water. Their crews jumped overboard, swimming for the closest vessel to be dragged aboard. 
“Ready yourselves!” Trystan yelled as the boats reached the long jetties. Swords were unsheathed. Spears were raised. Bows were swapped for the more lethal crossbows on the wall above. 
I was no hero, but I wasn’t about to let others die first for my mistake. I moved forward, sword and shield in hand. I didn’t care who watched as I equipped my entire armour set. 
“You look ready,” said Sun from my side. The axes were in her hands, and by god she looked the part of a warrior maiden.
“Sorry I got you into this.”
“This is the best day of my life,” she replied with absolute sincerity.
The war cry went up from the ogres and barbarians as they jumped the gunwales onto the docks. Dhaulf was wielding two full sized battle-axes, his face a mask of fury. Pointing one of the massive weapons at us, he yelled in rage, and charged like a bull. Thunderous footfalls carried up and down the huge port as hundreds of warriors joined the charge. I readied myself, leaning into the shield and preparing to summon my swarm. They would do little, but any damage was better than none. Suddenly, without rhyme or reason, the shrill cries and clomping feet came to a sudden halt. Only the patter of Dhaulf’s solitary footfalls could be heard. Becoming aware of it himself, the fearsome warlord came to an abrupt halt and turned back to his army. 
“What are you doing?” he demanded.
The barbarian’s faces were impassive as they stared at him. The ogres to the rear looked around dumbly, waiting for a cue on whether to attack or pick their nose again. 
“Fight, you dogs!” he bellowed. 
They were mannequins, stiff and resolute. 
“Now! Cut him down!” cried Trystan to the marksmen above.
“No!” Sun roared, stopping the execution. “He’s mine.”
I was like a rabbit caught in the headlights, unsure of what to do as I stood there in full battle regalia. The barbarians were scowling at me, but regarding Sun with something else entirely. Was it hope? Had my ruse actually triggered some religious introspection about their path? Sun made to walk forward, until I pulled her back with a clumsy half grip around my sword hilt. “We can take him together.”
“No,” she replied, pulling free of my grasp. “We fight with honour.” And that was that. 
She marched down the jetty towards her mortal enemy. 
Dhaulf slowly turned towards her and scoffed. “So you’ve managed to fool these weak minded fools? Do you think that will save you, Wolfbitch? Your parents will suffer unimaginable pain.”
Sun ignored the warlord and addressed the barbarian horde directly. “Some of you know me. Most of you know my father, Thorberg Wolfkin. He was always fair. Someone who could be relied upon to lead war parties against the ogre kingdoms without fear. But he wasn’t a cruel man. He wasn’t a pretender. A lunatic. I know Gundar weeps for what you’ve become. Some of his will flows through me and my friend. You’ve seen what he can do. Will you come back into the warmth of his fire?”
The warriors yelled their approval. The ogres joined in, unsure of why they were shouting but happy to be a part of it.
“They will do as I command, Wolfbitch!” Dhaulf mocked. “After I’ve killed you, a few flayings amongst my supposed generals will restore discipline.”
Once again, Sun ignored him. I didn’t miss the looks of hatred that burned into the back of the warlord’s head.
“I challenge you to single combat, Dhaulf. If Gundar favours me, you will fall. If he favours you, I will fall. Do you agree to put it to the gods?”
His answer was a cry of rage as he resumed the charge. Sun prepared to meet him head on. Dhaulf’s great-axe swooped overhead, crashing into Sun’s cross-braced weapons. He carried through with the second, narrowly missing her midriff as she slipped back out of danger. 
“You’ve got some skill, girl,” Dhaulf said, shucking off the great bear cloak. “But it won’t save you.”
He lunged in, slashing down with the axe. Sun dodged back again, letting the hefty head embed itself in the dock. 
“And your skills are failing,” Sun mocked, casually circling the warlord as he wrestled the weapon free. 
I hadn’t noticed before, but everyone on both sides of the warring parties were holding their breath. The Dawnstar soldiers praying for their continuation. The barbarians praying for their souls. 
He went at her again, the massive axes a blur as they slashed the air. Sun parried them with the dark stone of her blades, sparks flying like a struck flint. 
“Fight me!” Dhaulf roared in frustration as the warrioress danced at his periphery.
I likened his fighting style to the berserkers of old, furious swipes that would be devastating in the midst of battle. Sun lacked the warlord’s strength, knowing a direct assault would be stupid. She was surgical in her movements and footwork, wasting little energy while Dhaulf was lashing out in a frenzy. 
Sussing her strategy, Dhaulf held his weapons wide and charged in to grab her. Sun was hemmed in by the axes and the water at her back. She swiped at his head, but the warlord was ready and ducked the blow. Slamming into her body, he let the weapons fall clattering to the boards and wrapped his arms around her. Sun butted him in the face as he lifted her from the dock. He laughed through mashed lips and broken teeth, whipping her legs out and body slamming her.
The vibrations carried through to me and I almost summoned my rats. A sideways glance from Sun stayed my hand. This had to be completely fair or the fallout could be worse than if she genuinely fell. It took everything I had to leave my friend beneath Dhaulf’s bulk as he started to rain down blows into her face. She twisted left and right, avoiding some of the punches that cracked into the dock, but the damage was racking up. Her left eye was swollen shut. Her nose was badly broken. Purple bruising was blooming on her puffy cheeks. 
“Come on, Sun!” I yelled.
Behind me, the Dawnstar soldiers cried their encouragement. On the jetty, the barbarians did the same. With a tremendous cry of fury, Sun bucked her hips and tossed Dhaulf headfirst over her body. With nothing but air waiting, the warlord somersaulted into the water below. 
“Use a potion!” I urged, but Sun climbed to her feet and shook her head. 
Blood was running freely from her crooked nose, drizzling onto the damp dock wood. Picking up her axes, she slipped them into her waistband and moved to collect Dhaulf’s abandoned weapons. The warlord was swimming frantically towards the nearest boat. On the order of one of the barbarian generals, half a dozen warriors ran back to the vessel and claimed their bows. They began firing warning shots into the sea around Dhaulf.
“You traitorous dogs! I’ll skin your families alive!” he yelled, changing direction. 
“The fight isn’t done, Bearbane,” warned the general. “Climb and continue, or flee in disgrace.”
The warlord trod water, glaring up at the faces which scowled at him. “You’ll pay for this,” he grunted, angling for one of the ladders. He climbed the rungs, each step exaggerated with anger to the point I thought they would splinter and plunge him back into the sea. Water poured from his leather armour, a human made waterfall. 
Sun was waiting patiently on the dock. I expected her to allow Dhaulf to regain his composure and then resume the battle. 
“Sun!” I snapped in shock as she took three paces forward and lopped off the warlord’s head as soon as it appeared over the boardwalk. The blow sent it flying at the barbarians, blood spraying like a Catherine wheel as it spun in the air. The body hung on to the ladder, unaware it was dead. Sun grabbed the arms and yanked it up and onto the jetty where the stump continued to jet crimson for a few more beats of the dying heart. 
The general, whose name I found to be Hæfnir Bjorgulfsson, lifted Dhaulf’s head by the long black hair and walked towards Sun. Bowing his head, he went to one knee at her feet, offering her prize. An almighty chorus of celebration erupted among the barbarians. Trystan joined in at my rear, cheering with his men for Sun’s victory. 
My battered friend turned to me, and smiled a bloody smile. Her vengeance was complete.
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Fealty Of The Clans



“Was that honourable?” I whispered. “Taking his head while he climbed I mean?” 
“He decided to go hand to hand, turning our duel into a mockery. A fireside brawl. That is not becoming of our people. Our blades are supposed to sing a song that can be heard from the war halls, announcing the arrival of a great warrior. I’d have preferred he die on his feet with axe in hand, but it’s done now,” she replied. 
As one, the barbarian army on the docks knelt. The ogres followed, their efforts more clumsy in their heavy armour. Sun blushed awkwardly at the display of deference and grabbed Hæfnir’s hand to pull him upright. 
“Stop it! I’m not deserving of your praise!” The warriors ignored her cry and stayed down. Hæfnir tried to kneel again, but Sun held him fast. “Enough! Please!”
“Sunlith, you are favoured of the gods,” the nervous general explained. “We have to honour you. Dhaulf has slammed the doors on the war halls. Allow us to start working to open them once more.”
Sun let out a frustrated breath and nodded as the general led her toward the soul-saved warriors. “Fine.”
Our own side was cheering uproariously, their survival ensured. Theo hugged Trystan who pulled an embarrassed face at me. With a lopsided grin, I offered as much support as I could while the bear squeezed him tightly. 
“Is it really over?” asked Cuthwin.
I took in the complete change amongst the fearsome clans along the docks. “I think it is. Here, anyway. I’ll need to be heading back to Pitchhollow as soon as possible. There’re still countless orcs and goblins to deal with.”
“Will you stay and celebrate with us tonight? I should imagine those not on guard duty will be knocking back the ale.”
“You can count on it,” I replied, clapping him on the back. I moved down the jetty to give Sun some more support. Coming up alongside her I said, “I can’t believe it actually worked. You were amazing.”
“It was your plan,” Sun replied. “I only played a small part in it.”
“You call killing Dhaulf a small part?” I exclaimed.
“Fighting is easy. Formulating a plot as you did takes skill and brains. You’d not look out of place in the dresses of the great thinkers.”
I laughed, unsure what to make of that. With my wisdom stat having been boosted slightly by achievements and my class, was that the reason for my ability to come up with crazy schemes? Or was it just dumb luck? Whatever it was, I had prevented a massacre among three distinct factions. I stood slap-bang in the middle, marvelling at how quickly the hostility had vanished with the slaying of the warlord. Blood had been shed in the futile war, and lots of it. In the faces of the barbarians, I could see a hope for a return to the old ways. Of trade and barter between two peoples. As stupid as they looked, the ogres were already stripping out of the hot, burdensome suits of rusting iron. They too had sensed the shifting mood and laughed in their own way at the excitement. 
“What now, Sunlith?” asked Hæfnir.
“Do you speak for the other leaders, or should we gather them together?” she asked.
“I can speak on their behalf. If you would allow me an hour to spread word to the armada and perhaps send a message to Dhaulf’s fortress to release certain people?” he suggested with a smile.
“Do it. And thank you. When you’re done, meet me at the command tent on the other side of the port. You’ll be able to travel through unmolested, you have my word. It may be that the marshal would prefer an escort for now. If that is the case, it will be the man you see behind me. His name is Cuthwin.”
Hæfnir looked past us to the sheepish boy and nodded in greeting before returning his attention to us. “I’ll be there. Might I ask a boon of you? Both of you?”
“Ask,” Sun replied. “But I make no promises.”
Hæfnir glanced up at the sky. “Do you think perhaps you might tell Gundar of your fortune and our renewed devotion. I’d hate for his wrath to sink any more of our boats.”
“Your ships are safe, you have my word.”
He closed his eyes and sighed; the relief obvious. “Thank you.”
“I’ll look for your return in one hour.”
“As you bid,” Hæfnir replied, bowing.
The vast army returned to their vessels and began the laborious process of extricating themselves from the crammed docks. I was expecting chaos, especially with the volatile ogres being knocked around. The cowed warriors had gained a newfound respect that bordered on absurd as they politely gave way to each other like pensioners in a church carpark. 
We stood over the corpse of Sun’s slain enemy. I was terribly squeamish about the gory stump and Dhaulf’s partly shuttered eyes, which seemed to look straight through me. “What shall we do with him?”
“We bury him,” she said.
“Don’t you… you know, burn them with their ship?” I asked.
“Only if they deserve it. After what this man has wrought, he will forever walk in darkness.”
I hated myself for being the arsehole who needed to play peacemaker. “Can I say something?”
“You always do.”
She had me there. I wondered how best to articulate my thoughts. “His actions haven’t always been bad.”
Sun glowered at me.
“Wait, hear me out! How many lives have been saved now that the ogres are on your side?”
She snorted, even though the truth was many, many lives.
“And he didn’t kill your parents. I’m guessing the same can be said of the other clan heads too? Things can go back to the way they were.”
“He probably wanted them as insurance.”
“I’m not so sure. He had two armies under his control. What good would keeping them alive be? It’s a recipe for uprising as their families tried to free them.”
“What is your suggestion for keeping them alive then?”
“As I said, I don’t know. Perhaps it was just respect for them and the ways of your people?”
“Unlikely, but regardless. The damage has been done between us.”
“We have a saying on our world about burning bridges. That once it’s been done, it can’t be undone, but that’s crap. Bridges can be rebuilt. New alliances can be formed.”
“Even after what we’ve done here?” she asked in disbelief.
“In my world, there have been many times when enemies grew into firm friends after terrible wars. Forgiveness allowed kingdoms that were once at each other’s throats to form communities that endure many decades later. It’s better to grow together than cut each other down.”
“And what of Gutrender? Can he be forgiven?”
“Oh, hell no. I’m going to kill every last one of them. Rabid dogs, remember?”
Sun looked down at the body in quiet speculation. “You feel he deserves a place in the war halls?”
“Honestly? I don’t know. But isn’t that up to your gods? If we burn him with honour, he can try and make amends in the afterlife. If Gundar judges him unworthy, then so be it.”
She stared at me for a long while and I wondered if she was going to punch me in the danglies. Finally, she responded with words and not a nut-punch. “You’re too compassionate, Mark. I fear it will end badly for you.”
“Probably, but what’s your decision?”
“He burns. I leave his fate to the gods.”
I looked around and found a glaring problem with my fiendish master plan. “Erm, Sun?”
“What now?” 
“He doesn’t have a boat.”
“We will prepare one of the skiffs,” she said, pointing out some of the tiny, unharmed rowing boats that bobbed near the shore. “It matters not how he sails to the Isle of Giants, only that he reaches it. Once that is done, I need a drink. A quiet one.”
“It might mean we’re late to our own meeting,” I warned.
“They can wait. I think they owe us that much.”
“Agreed. Shall I ask Cuthwin to get the Mermaid open? We can check over the loot and quest items in peace too.”
“Do that. I’ll bring Dhaulf to the beach.”
And so, together, we carried out my idea. I mulled her point about being too soft. Perhaps she was right, but I wasn’t about to change it. My opinion was that Dhaulf was dead, so what harm did it cause to pay him some respect? I think that even Sun warmed to my way of thinking as the flaming arrow landed amidst the straw bed.
The small vessel was an inferno by the time it got a hundred feet from the sandy beach. The oil and timber would consume the fallen warrior in time, the smoke carrying him to the hereafter. What he would find there, we couldn’t know.
Together we turned and headed for the abandoned tavern.

[image: image-placeholder]Cuthwin had seen us inside and left us in the capable hands of Horik as he headed off to act as chaperone to Hæfnir. Fen was free from Sun’s pack and curled on the rug before the cold, empty fireplace. He’d been happy enough to scoff down a healthy portion of reheated stew and just go to sleep without the comfort of the fire. 
“How does this work?” Sun asked, her eyes flicking over the unseen HUD.
“I can claim everything if you want. The only one that relates to you is the revenge quest about killing Dhaulf. I’ve got to warn you, though. It’s a legendary reward.”
She frowned at me. “Is that bad?”
“Not at all. Poor wording. I meant that you might end up with something insanely powerful, or you might end up with a legendary quill for writing faster.”
“Once you’ve taught me how to write, it might come in very useful,” she offered.
“That’s true, but a legendary bazooka would be more helpful to us.”
“A what?”
“Something that goes bang like the stuff I used on the boats. But anyway, did you want to do it yourself, or shall I?”
“You’re the leader,” she replied. “You do the honours.”
I nodded and cracked it open. The smile that broke across my face told Sun she’d hit the jackpot.
“What is it? What did I get?”
“You’re going to love this one.” I chuckled.
Item – Warg Armour of the Daemon King (Legendary) 
Type – Pet Armour (Warg)
Description – Taken from the realm of Ilgaroth the Daemon King. This armour adorns the hellhounds that Ilgaroth’s minions use to hunt down soul-runners; the fools who think they can escape the eternity of suffering. Suffice it to say, none make it past the Infernal Wastes. Their partly devoured, still living bodies are dragged back for renewed judgement.
User Requirements – Companion (Warg)
Effect – Conveys ability – Daemon Aura – to companion. Daemon aura causes fear and burns nearby enemies. Does not affect allies.
Misc – Immunity to fire damage
“Watch,” I said, pointing to the sleeping pup.
The armour came into being, horrifying in its appearance. Made from interlocking plates of a black and red stone, spikes protruded from all over the set. Twin horns, which seemed to be designed to house actual horns, twisted out from Fen’s headpiece. As I looked closer, I could see the red I’d noticed was either dark fire or blood, flowing and undulating in the shaped plates of precious rock.
“I thought you said I’d like it?” muttered Sun, scowling at the set.
“It’s going to keep Fen safe, and cause mayhem when you eventually ride him into battle. He can’t be burned while wearing it,” I explained.
“Hmm,” she grunted, unconvinced. “And what happens when he grows? It won’t fit any longer.”
“It will grow with him.”
“It reeks of evil.”
I chose to leave the origin out of my explanations. “It’s all relative. Are you going to do evil with it?”
“Of course not,” she snapped.
“Then it can’t be evil. If you’re going to save lives and do good, then naturally it becomes something righteous.”
“Hmm,” she repeated. “I see your point.”
Fen woke up, felt the armour around his head and tried to look at it. As he was wearing the snugly fitting set, he just ended up standing and turning in circles until I unequipped it and popped it in Sun’s pack.
“Do you want the pièce de resistance?” I asked.
“The what?”
“The grand prize?”
“After that, I’m not so sure.”
“Have you ever used a great-axe to fight?”
“Not since I left my home,” she replied.
“Well, you will now,” I said, checking the weapon which circled in my viewscreen.
Item – Warcleaver of Ilgaroth (Legendary) 
Type – Weapon (Great-axe) (2 Handed)
Description – Favoured weapon of the Daemon King himself. This axe has bested countless pretenders in the realms of Hell who sought to take the throne. Having been torn from his corporeal body by Ilgaroth during the invasion by the Forces of Blight, the soul of Sar’Ozan the Pestilent inhabits the weapon. 
User Requirements – Strength 8 Dexterity 8
Effect – Will cut through all non-magical armour. 
Drains health from any biological enemy struck, returning it to the wielder.
Misc – Can summon Sar’Ozan’s form once per day (Lasts 5 minutes. Not active during boss encounters)
“Here you go,” I said, popping it into her inventory. “It might seem evil too, but remember what you’re going to do with it. How many lives you will save.”
Sun equipped the weapon and turned it by the contoured haft. My eyes picked out the leather shroud which was wrapped around the misshapen bone of something not of this world. It looked way too much like tanned human skin. The twin blades were the worst part, and I felt my gorge rise. Each side of the ‘head’ consisted of what seemed to be two actual heads. They had been compressed down with dark magic, like flower pressings, before turning into polished stone. Each side of the unnaturally thin ‘head’ had one eye that peered out, screwed up in agony. The front of the trapped faces had been shaped until they were curved and razor sharp from brow to chin. 
“Do I have to use this?” she asked with palpable distaste.
“Not at all, but it’s vastly more powerful. It’s your stuff, you can do with it as you wish.”
“I’ll consider it,” she replied, returning it to her pack. “I have to get past my own misgivings and put the greater good at the forefront of my actions.”
“There’s also the fact that you can summon an enslaved demon lord with it,” I offered.
Her face told me that my helpful hint wasn’t all that convincing. 
I pulled up my glowing achievements tab and found new ones waiting for me. 
Achievement Unlocked – Das Boot
Description – You’re more deadly to seafaring craft than a World War II German U-boat. Sailors watch the water in terror, wondering if they will be next to feel the dull crump of detonation vibrate through the hull of their ship. 
Reward – Water Breathing (Permanent)
“No way!” I gasped.
“What?” asked Sun.
“I’m a fish now.”
“I’ll gut you like one if you keep speaking nonsense,” she muttered.
Achievement Unlocked – Bearbane… erm, bane.
Description – Though you had nothing to do with the killing of the great warlord, we figured you deserved something for standing there with your dick in your hand. Good job! But not really.
Reward – Cloak of the Northern Wastes
“Ooh, nice,” I remarked as it slipped into my pack.
Achievement Unlocked – Turns Out You Didn’t Need A Bigger Boat 
Description – You have killed one of the most dangerous predators in the world. With a dagger. Just let that sink in for a moment. These mofos have been at the peak of predatory evolution for millions of years, and you stabbed one to death like a backstreet drug deal gone wrong. Check your bad self. 
Reward – Sharktooth Assassin’s Dagger
“Well it sure beats having my bravery questioned every time I use the coward’s dagger,” I mused, tucking it away. 
The gear we’d both received had been quite prodigious. I could only hope it continued to get better as time went on. 
“Would you mind if I just had half hour to myself upstairs?”
“I’m not going anywhere,” she replied. “Take as long as you need to get ready.”
“You’re the best,” I gushed. “I won’t be long.”
She knew that I wasn’t great around groups of revellers, especially a whole army of them. Which was strange when I considered my part-time career as a bouncer. But then again, I got to stand outside where, for the most part, the punters stayed away from. I ran up the steps to mentally prepare, and also check my loot more closely.
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An Alliance Renewed


I sat on the small, musty cot and checked the descriptions of my two achievement drops.  
Item – Cloak of the Northern Wastes (epic) 
Type – Clothing 
Description – Dhaulf’s journey took him deep into the icy wastes of the barbarian kingdom. The cold was almost too much to endure, until he was attacked by a great bear. The ensuing battle left him wounded, and the mighty creature dead. He gutted the carcass and made its body a home. Eat your heart out, Luke. The bear’s pelt was fashioned into the cloak that you now own. 
User Requirements – Strength 8 Dexterity 8
Effect – Confers high resistance to cold damage. Chance to subjugate any ursine creature or have them flee in terror.
Misc – Aura of the Bearbane
I figured the aura was the same as the bears fleeing before me, but it was actually a combat buff that affected anyone within fifteen feet of myself, providing increased attack power.
“Nice!”
I pulled out my new stabber and found a long, white fang with a handle attached. I grimaced at the memory of my aquatic consumption and wondered if rows of the teeth had torn me to shreds.
Item – Skarktooth Assassin’s Dagger (epic) 
Type – Weapon (1 hand/dual wield)
Description – Favoured weapon of the feared Nakilai assassin’s guild. These mysterious killers dwell on the sea. Their sleek black ships are often seen through spyglasses, only to disappear within the fog. The single recorded instance of boarding was met with failure when the crew was discovered to have completely vanished. One soldier swears he saw them watching him from within the water below. He was summarily dismissed and placed in an asylum for the rest of his life. 
User Requirements – Strength 5 Dexterity 8
Effect – Increased critical modifier for stealth attacks
Misc – The tooth’s poison causes Mariner’s Lung on the victim. 
I checked out the debuff and it sounded awful. It basically revolved around a build-up of fluid that filtered into the lungs from the rest of the body, so you would feel your skin drying and cracking even as you were drowning. Even if the first strike didn’t kill, the subsequent poisoning would certainly do the job.
“Gross.”
I put the weapon away, feeling dirty for having touched it. The cloak was cool, but I wondered if I could use the dagger on someone. Laying back on the bed, I closed my eyes and tried to calm my racing mind. I’d bombed ships and averted a slaughter. For some reason, I doubted it would be the craziest thing I would do in Kherrash. I pushed out all thoughts and concentrated on Honey and Marco, my anchors to sanity and my old life.

[image: image-placeholder]The morose pall of impending slaughter that had hung over Trystan’s camp was gone. The soldiers milled about with renewed vigour, thanking us as we passed. I knew in the back of my mind that the fight had only been delayed and that some of these boys would still fall in the battles to come. For today, however, they were safe. I guessed Marshal Theo had broken open his own stores, as the expensive wine was flowing as freely as the cheaper honeymead. Their heads would be splitting in the morning, and I smiled as they raised cups in our honour. 
The tent flaps were tied back, the guards on duty looking enviably at their fellow soldiers. “Plenty of time later for that,” I said as we passed and they chuckled in agreement.
Hæfnir was sharing a goblet with Trystan and Theo. If I hadn’t known the events leading up to this, I’d have judged them to be long-time friends, such was the volume of their laughter. Even the commander cracked a smile or two. 
“The conquering heroes return!” bellowed Theo, embracing us both. Even Sun allowed the marshal to show his gratitude this time, though her arms remained at her side. 
“I almost can’t believe what’s happening,” said Trystan, sipping frugally at his own drink. 
“Ride the high, mate,” I said, offering him a firm handshake. “We’re all alive, and we have new friends.” I turned to Hæfnir who nodded gratefully. 
“Yesterday you arrived like a bolt of lightning,” Trystan continued. “We were outnumbered and outmatched. A single day passes, and instead of being massacred, we’re entertaining the leader of their armies.” He sat down heavily, as if it was too much to bear.
I shrugged. “Sometimes we get lucky.”
“And sometimes the gods steer us back to the right path,” added Hæfnir. “Might I beg a question of you both?”
“Go ahead,” I replied.
“Why did you honour Dhaulf?”
I waited for Sun to answer, but she motioned for me to voice the reasons instead. “Because whatever he may have become, he was still a fierce warrior and leader, who, deep down, only wanted more for his people. He just went about it the wrong way.”
Hæfnir rubbed his beard and smiled. “If I had even a sliver of doubt about our new path, you’ve banished it. You honour us, both of you.”
“The fighting is done. A new future can be built between barbarian and human. You’ll both be stronger for it. Nothing can stand in your way.”
“And that brings me on to my next point,” Hæfnir replied, “for which I am eager to hear from the marshal and commander.”
Everyone’s ears pricked up.
“The other clan heads are in agreement with what I have to say,” Hæfnir continued, turning to Sun. “We have a new queen, if she would have us?”
Sun looked exceedingly uncomfortable with the title and snapped, “I’m no queen. Stop with that nonsense or we fight in single combat.”
“Forgive me, Sunlith, but I only speak the truth. You have two armies floating offshore, ready to do your bidding. Out of all of us, you were the only one who had the bravery to flee when Dhaulf dominated us.”
“Bravery?” she scoffed. “I abandoned my people.”
“Yes, because you had to. And after all of that, you still returned to steer us back toward the shores of the Isle of Giants. No more deserving ruler exists in this world. The title is yours, whether you want it or not.”
“Or not,” she muttered.
“Sun, you have two loyal armies waiting for your orders,” I said, slowly. “Maybe we should use them?”
“I don’t want to cause more harm to my people,” she replied. “I’d rather they just return home and rebuild our fjords. The ogres too, as long as they maintain their vassalage.”
“Might I dare to suggest another path?” Hæfnir asked.
“You may dare,” Sun replied. “But I’ll probably ignore it.”
He wasn’t to be dissuaded and held her gaze. “You say you want to keep us safe? To keep us away from the fighting?”
“There’s been enough death here,” she muttered.
“And how much more do you think there will be if the goblins should prevail? Do you think those green abominations will be content with Kherrash? Their poison will spread across the world until everything we love is gone. Human, barbarian, ogre, everything.”
Sun looked away as the truth of his words sank in.
“Allow us to stay and fight. Allow us to earn the alliance that might follow if we can turn the tide. We have betrayed the Dawnstars, and we need to bleed to begin the healing process. Let our swords and shields sing with battle!” Hæfnir grew more animated as he spoke, and I felt a blooming pride that we had managed to turn these people to our cause.
Sun looked to me and I could see the conflict there. Her hatred had been reserved for Dhaulf. The warriors floating nearby were her kin, and it tore her up to put them in harm’s way. “I reckon we let the brave barbarians fight,” I finally said.
“And the ogres?” she asked.
“They owe a blood debt too. Let them earn theirs while your people do the same.”
“You men and your debts,” Sun snapped, slumping into one of the chairs. “You make my brain hurt.”
“Might I inquire if that is a yay or a nay?” asked Hæfnir cautiously, unable to read her mood.
I’d only known her briefly, yet I already knew the posture to be one of weary resignation. She might not like the facts, but facts they were. The war was going to come to her shores whether she liked it or not. Fjord by fjord, until the barbarian lands were gone, then to Azor, the ogre kingdom. And beyond to the spice traders who she had mentioned briefly. Dominoes falling, one by one until the world was totally under Gutrender’s fist. Or was it Alwyn’s silken glove?
“Where would you go?” she sighed.
Hæfnir was ecstatic. “Wherever you wish!”
“Mark? What do you think?” asked Sun.
Theo and Trystan were the ranking men, but they kept well out of the conversation. I could sense the relief that we had brought with our intervention and their reluctance to try and force the matter in either direction. The barbarians weren’t their men to control. “My personal opinion? And please, chime in, gents,” I said to the leaders. “I think you should send the fleet south. Let them join with Milton and crush any attempt to cross the islands. If the three combined forces can then get a foothold on the south-western tip of Kherrash, they can push their way north. If we can hold at Pitchhollow and the wall, we can then push west. Our two armies will meet at the foot of Whitespear Mountain, and we can drive them back into the depths for good. What do you think?”
Trystan laughed, shaking his head.
“What? That bad?” I replied, a little bit crestfallen.
“Not at all. If I didn’t know better, I’d say you were bred for war. Except you tell me you’re just a wandering nomad who wanted to help. Those words could’ve come from the lips of the grand marshal himself.”
“So, it’s not that bad?”
“Not at all. If Hæfnir takes the fleet and reinforces Milton, we can pack up our camp and move our entire number to the wall instead of being sat here, less than useless.”
“How long would that take?” I asked, well aware of the ticking clock and the large pieces I’d placed on the war map in Randulf’s keep. Where would they be now, I wondered? How successful would Finneus’s raiders have been in pecking at the flanks of the greenskin army?
“We could be at the wall within the week.” He saw the look on my face. “Not good enough? We’ve got thousands of men and provisions to move.”
“I know it’s not easy to move an army. I also know that our time is limited in the north. Days matter. Hell, even hours could matter.”
Trystan pursed his lips sagely. “I understand, Mark. But reaching the battle with exhausted men will be suicide. Knowing what’s at stake will put a spring in their step, I can assure you. I’ll get there as soon as I’m able.”
“Thanks, mate.” I turned to the port marshal. “Theo, what do you think?”
“I think you’ve given us hope, young man. You both have,” he said, addressing Sun too. “Never in my wildest dreams did I dare to believe that I would be here, taking a goblet of wine with the leader of the armada at our door. What you say of reforging alliances rings true. I’ll support it when it comes to Milton’s council for a vote.”
Hæfnir bowed slightly at the promise before turning to Sun. “With your leave, my queen?” 
I feared she would punch him in the unmentionables, but she agreed instead. “Hæfnir?”
“My queen?”
“Could you ask the messenger who reaches Dhaulf’s fortress to return with word of my parents?”
His tattooed, bearded face wrinkled in a broad smile. “I’ve sent the fastest ship with orders to do that already. They should be back within the week.” He bowed once more and set off to their new war. 
“Well,” said Theo, clapping his hands together. “This has been a rather unusual day, hasn’t it? What say I break open another bottle of wine and we go and join the men? Tomorrow the hard work begins of putting this old place back together again. I’ve got a lot of people to move back in, a lot more people to find across the land to bring home, and many, many ships to build. If I were a pessimistic fellow, I might say the ogres eating me would’ve saved me an awful lot of trouble.”
“True.” I chuckled. “But you don’t want to be remembered as a steaming dollop of shit on the docks, do you?”
“Now that you mention it, not really,” he replied, popping the cork and giving us all a top-up. “We’ll be right outside when you’re ready.”
I waved them off as they left us alone. My own celebration would be sipping at the drinks while they quaffed gallons. I wanted to be away at first light, back to the people I’d helped; most notably Astrid and the horses. I missed her more than I’d expected. I guess it was down to a sense of almost fatherly responsibility. The thought of her so close to danger made my heart heavy. Edric, Romund, Maewynn, Inga, Rowena, and the others would be a close second on my list, as well as Hilde. I needed a dressing down from a beautiful lady other than Sun. I noticed she was looking far more miserable than someone in her position should. “You ok? I thought you’d be happy?”
“I am,” she replied. “I just don’t want to be their queen. We haven’t had a monarch in centuries.”
“I think with your power you can abdicate,” I replied.
“Abdi-what?”
“It means to give up the crown. You step down basically, normally to pass it onto an heir.”
“I have no heirs.”
“I know that. When I said step down, I wasn’t necessarily talking about having children first. You said the clans all used to work in unison, by a kind of democracy, majority voting kind of thing?”
“Yes. That way everyone gets a say.”
I kept the line my history teacher had taught me to myself; democracy is two wolves and a sheep voting on what’s for dinner. Compared to an authoritarian ruler, it was slightly less terrible. “Why can’t you go back to that? Act as an overseer to the proceedings and keep the heads of the clans in check. I don’t mean to be a dick, but you don’t want another Dhaulf rising through the ranks, do you?”
“Without the ogres waging war against us, there should be no more danger of people being made into nomads. In some ways it was all our own fault. We always worked together, but kept to our respective clans. I think we will need to be taking in those who have nowhere else to go rather than leave them to the wilds.”
“That sounds like a solid plan. Now, shall we go and have a bit of a party with the others?” I heard chords begin from a string instrument somewhere in the camp. “I’m sure Cuthwin would like to dance.” I managed to duck in time as the half full goblet sailed past where my head had just been. “It was just a suggestion!” I laughed, racing from the tent before she could find something heavier or sharper.
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Chapter 62

A Wonder Among Wonders


Following the celebration, we’d ridden hard for the wall at first light, and for the first time I could feel my  horse riding skill coming in to play. Poor Duke was struggling to keep up and I had to hold Bolt back for extended periods while the other horse regained his stamina. I wondered why Sun didn’t also have the ability when she was a full member of the party. Her own experience would massively outmatch mine. We were talking a hundred hours in the saddle against possibly thousands. 
Ignoring the unfairness of it all, I unconsciously slowed as the wall came into view. I felt my time on Kherrash had been one marvel after another, with me gaping like a moron at the incredible sights I came across. I had to admit to myself that the wall was the most jaw-dropping yet. The sheer faces of mountainous rock tapered together at either side of us, and it was at the narrowest point the construction had begun months ago. At a guess, the width of the wall itself was just over half a mile, maybe pushing towards three quarters. The volume of material that had gone into the build was beyond my comprehension.
A vast latticework of timber scaffolding, gantries, and treadwheel cranes covered the face of the stonework. The builders and labourers scurried over the frame like ants, while large blocks were slowly raised towards the crown of the fortification. At a guess, the uppermost walkway was over three hundred feet above us, maybe more. 
“That’s amazing,” I gasped.
“It’s certainly not something one sees every day,” Sun replied, the awe evident in her tone.
The camp servicing the building works was just as impressive. It looked a similar size to Trystan’s back at the port, holding thousands. I only spied a smattering of the soldier’s red canvas tents interspersed amongst the more common beige, which I assumed housed the workers. 
In the distance I saw a man waving and the biggest smile crept across my face. “Romund.”
“I guess they began moving civilians out of Pitchhollow,” said Sun as he approached.
“It looks like it. Let’s go and say hi,” I replied, gently squeezing my heels into Bolt’s flanks.
“Mark!” Romund yelled, waving even more frantically as we neared. “Mark, my boy! It’s so good to see you. The crowmaster sent word that you were on your way.”
I jumped down from the horse and shook the offered hand warmly before hugging him. “It’s good to see you, Romund. I thought you were staying in the garrison?”
“We were, but then the marshal decided to send us on with as much food as we could carry. He wanted to ensure the wall was as well provisioned as possible for when the time came.”
“And the garrison?” I asked.
“Only those required to fight and resupply are still there. He didn’t want to keep us there with the green hammer about to fall. The words he used were unkind, but I sensed something beneath them.”
“Unkind how?”
“Just that he didn’t need farmers getting in the way. That we would just get people killed. I don’t think he meant it to sound so cruel. We all think he wanted to keep us safe, in spite of the grand marshal’s orders for everyone to remain where they were. The words were meant as a whip to spur us away.”
It seemed Randulf had gained a newfound appreciation for the common folk since getting wasted with them. I was of the firm belief that in a shit hits the fan scenario, one farmer or engineer would be worth a hundred politicians. Or in the case of Kherrash, the marshals and their council. As much as they might like to think the world revolved around them, a human couldn’t survive on bloviating and lies. 
“Are Astrid and the others here?” I asked eagerly.
“Unfortunately not. They’ve moved further south with the food caravans, but they never stopped talking about you. I have a horrible feeling the fight will soon reach these walls and the marshal wanted everyone as far from harm as possible.”
“Reach these walls soon? Why do you say that?”
“The scouts brought word the army was only a week away at most and moving with all haste. The numbers…” Romund faltered.
“What about the number?”
“Many thousands strong,” he replied, fearfully. “Many, many, thousands.”
Damnit! And that was just the frontline of the two waves which were coming. We had our work cut out, that was for sure. 
The farmer shook off the misery and smiled again. “But you’re here now, and all will be well. I hope you don’t mind, but the lead engineer wants to meet the heroes. I said I would keep an eye out and collect you.”
“If the greenskins are getting close, I’m not sure we have the time, Romund.”
“It won’t take long, I promise. He just wants to give you a tour of the wall and bask in your glory.”
I turned to my companion. “Sun?”
“I’d like to stretch my legs and climb to the top,” she replied.
“I thought you were as afraid of heights as I was?”
“The wall is surrounded by wooden rails. The chances of falling are low.”
I turned back to Romund. “Sod it, let’s have a tour. My legs could do with the exercise too. It’s been a while since I hit the squat rack.”
“The what?” asked Romund, confused.
“Never mind. It’s an Englander thing.”
Romund led the way and as soon as we could get away with it, the horses disappeared into my pack. We came to yet another tent and I felt an overwhelming sense of deja-vu as we entered the cooler interior. I didn’t have a marshal to contend with inside, only a squat little man who almost fell out of his chair when he looked up from his drawings and saw us. 
“Is that them?” he blurted, scurrying around the table.
“This is Sunlith and Mark, the two heroes you’ve been hearing so much about,” confirmed Romund with a grin.
“Well met, my friends. Well met.” He shook my hand without hesitation, understanding the gesture. I was expecting soft skin, but what I felt was rough and calloused. “I’m Cyril Swidbert, chief architect and engineer of Milton Dawnstar, at your service.”
“You have the hands of a grafter, Cyril,” I remarked.
“I’ve been known to pick up a trowel now and again, my boy.” He chuckled, moving on to shake Sun’s hand too. “You’re even more remarkable than I could’ve imagined, my girl.”
Sun pulled her hand back awkwardly and tried to smile. “Thank you.”
“Now!” he exclaimed, bustling around the room. “I wanted to show you what we’ve achieved here in such a short space of time and get your thoughts. We’ve had a bit of a mishap, I’m sad to say.” 
“I’m not really an expert in building stuff,” I warned as Cyril led us out into the daylight. 
“That’s ok,” Cyril replied. “Nor am I. I just make things up as I go along.”
“I hope that’s a joke,” grumbled Sun. “I’m not sure I want to walk to the top now.”
Cyril turned and faced us. “Walk to the top? We’re not walking!” And with that, he spun away and marched on like a military general, hands clasped firmly behind his back. 
I didn’t know quite what to make of the odd little fellow, but as we drew beneath the imposing shadow of the monstrously big structure, I had to admit I admired his skill. The men and women on the construction whispered to each other and several called out greetings and wishes of good health. I waved gamely, grateful that they didn’t mob us. When Cyril reached his destination, I almost turned around and ran.
“Hop aboard!” he said, climbing into the cab of a medieval elevator. 
And when I said cab, I meant a flat board like a pallet from my world. There were no buttons to press. No music to take your mind off the sheer drop only inches beneath your feet. No mirrors to create an infinite number of ourselves to stare at until our eyes ached. In fact, there were no walls at all, just four rope tethers joined to each of the four corners of the rickety looking platform. “What’s the weight limit on that thing?”
“If we plunge to our gruesome deaths, less than what we all weigh I imagine,” he answered helpfully. I must’ve paled because he burst out laughing. “It can carry those blocks,” he continued, pointing over my shoulder.
The stone was around a cubic meter in size, being rolled slowly in our direction on smooth, bark-free trunks. I noted the lack of steel-toed boots on the feet of those propelling it and winced at the thought of it falling off. Foot pâté didn’t sound all that tasty.
“You sure it can take that?” I asked, unconvinced.
“How else can we get them up there?”
I sighed heavily and put one foot on the ‘lift’. Sun pushed me on all the way and Romund followed behind us. Cyril slipped two fingers between his lips and let out a piercing whistle that made my ears ring. The rope above us pulled taut and lifted us from the mud. I damn near fell off right there as the platform shifted and swayed. 
“Steady on, Mark. We can’t have you suffering a broken leg or neck now, can we?”
I ignored him and held on like grim death to one of the support ropes. Level after level of scaffolding passed by as we were drawn skyward. Faces peered at me, some snickering, some offering looks of understanding at my fear. They didn’t want to be there any more than I did.
The lift jolted to a halt and I wrapped myself around the rope. 
“We’ve arrived. You can let go now,” offered Cyril.
“I think I’ll just stay here,” I said, my cheek pressed tightly against the twirled hemp. 
Hands reached out and guided the platform onto the stone as the treadwheel walkers reversed direction to pop me down with a thud. Even with solid stone beneath my feet, I found it hard to let go. 
“Mark, you’re embarrassing me,” said Sun, moving forward and prying at my vice-like grip. 
As much as I told myself this was unbecoming of a paladin, I still found heights crippling. My superhero landing wouldn’t save me if I fell, and the eagle form would be partially complete when I pancaked on the ground below. Sun drew me away from the platform, putting distance between me and the edge. I finally summoned the courage to look around, and found the upper wall was pretty much completely safe where I was. Crenelations protected both the front and rear, except for where we had been brought up. Unless I was stupid enough to climb them, I’d be perfectly fine. My pulse settled down and I found myself staring at the tiny fang in the distance, which was the Timeless Tower. A few days ago I had been stood on that mountain, looking this way. It all felt surreal and I didn’t immediately hear Cyril talking to me. 
“I’m sorry, what were you saying?”
“I was just explaining that the lower level is accessible via those trapdoors,” said Cyril, pointing to a multitude of hatches that lined the walkway. 
I moved to one and peered into the gloom at my feet, spying spiral steps that led downward. Looking over the wall while holding tightly to the sturdy merlons, I found the lower wall Cyril was talking about. Half the height of its bigger brother, groups of carpenters were working on wooden frames that I recognised immediately. “Trebuchets?”
Cyril smacked his forehead. “Is that what the confounded things are called? The message provided was missing that vital piece. I must thank you for your genius. As soon as I saw the principle I felt like an absolute fool. Our catapults are reliable war machines, but these trebuchets remove so much of the wear and tear that they suffer from, and have a much longer range to boot I’d say. I’m ashamed I never thought of something similar before.”
“Well you have them now,” I replied. “How long until they’re ready to fire?”
Cyril’s exuberance faltered. “That’s where the problems lie.”
“What do you mean?”
He started to pace, muttering under his breath. Manhours, skill shortages, the difficulty of the task and it’s timeframe. Accidents. Or were they?
“Cyril, are you ok?” 
“I can’t get it built in time!” he finally blurted out. “None of it. Not the trebuchets, not the walls.”
“Wait, I thought you were nearly done?” 
He grasped me by the arm and frogmarched me down the walkway. A large group of men and women were working around an open section of scaffolding adjoining the wall. I was relieved when his maddened rush slowed as we neared the edge. 
“Oh,” I said, carefully looking down. Very carefully. A mishap had befallen the build, with a hefty section collapsing from the upper fortification which had destroyed the lower wall on the eastern side. Little spars of timber jutted from the crushed stone below. “Was anyone…?” I let the question ask itself.
“No, and thank the gods!” Cyril exclaimed. “It happened in the dead hours while we slept. I thought the whole bloody wall was coming down.”
“How did it happen? The whole thing looks indestructible.”
“Sabotage,” he whispered, narrowing his eyes. 
“Sabotage?” 
“I’m sure of it. There was a loud crack before the wall fell. I was dozing, and I heard it a split second before the rumbling began. People think I was dreaming, but I know what I heard. The wood, the stone, it has its own voice. This was like the barking of some great monster. Quick and shrill.” He clapped his hands in a poor imitation. “Like that, then gone.”
An explosion? I took in a deep breath and leaned further over the guard rail while Sun helpfully held my belt. The source of the collapse was the access steps from below. I could see a charring on the remaining stonework. “It was the goblins,” I confirmed with a growl of anger. “They blew it up.”
Cyril rubbed his chin and frowned. “How would wind cause this? And how would they harness it?”
“Sorry, language barrier. Blew, as in kaboom,” I said, mimicking the outward burst of energy with my hands and a helpful pschhhh. “It’s called explosives. Gunpowder. Chemical mixtures that go bang.”
He pondered my explanation for a few seconds. “Is this the fire rain I hear from passing soldiers?”
“I think they’re probably talking about rockets. Like arrows, but the fire moves them forward and then they go bang when the fuse runs out or they hit something.” I was now the one that led Cyril towards the edge. “See the soot marks?” 
He nodded. 
“They’re cleverer than I thought possible. By detonating it in the narrow passage that winds up to us, it maximises the pressure and pushes all the stone outward. You’re just lucky that the front facing section was slightly less stable. If the back had gone…”
Cyril looked at the widely strewn rubble, turned back to the camp, and extrapolated how many tents would’ve been crushed beneath the avalanche. “Goodness me. What should we do?”
“Honestly?”
Cyril nodded again. 
“Fill them all in. Every last inch of them.”
He looked at me, aghast. “But how will our soldiers retreat?”
After giving the question some thought, I sighed. “They won’t be able to. In hindsight, a load of steps on the outside would’ve been better.”
“But I wanted to protect them from the fire rain if they needed to fall back.”
I placed my hand on the squat figures’ shoulder in support. “Your reasons are sound, it’s just the technology that you’re up against that was unknown to you. Could you possibly add them now?”
“Not a chance,” Cyril replied miserably. “They would need tying into the main structure as it was built. It’s far too late for that.”
“Damn,” I muttered, returning to my cautious inspection.
“Mark?” asked Sun.
“Yeah?” I replied, surveying the absolute devastation. It would take weeks to clear, let alone the time to rebuild it.
“Why is one of the grey boxes lit up?”
I brought the resolution of my HUD back to full and found the Realm Points tab flashing for the first time. I opened it and almost fell from the wall. “Holy shit!” I exclaimed, seeing what lay within.
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Chapter 63

A Secret Revealed


“I have no idea what this is all about, but I think I may have the solution to your problem, Cyril,” I whispered, scanning the page in front of me. The aliens had built this into the system from the very first footstep I took on this world. It seemed too good to be true, if I was honest. Almost like they had slipped me a book with cheat codes to use. Or was I reading too much into it and they just wanted to ensure the odds weren’t completely stacked against us? Either way, I looked over the options and knew what the first choice had to be.  

[image: image-placeholder]
I assumed the question marks, which went on for pages, would allow for other awards later in the world, or other worlds entirely. A cosmic balancing offered by my sponsor and his masters.  
“Would you care to share or are you going to leave us all in the dark?” asked Cyril. 
“Erm… I think we might need to get down for this to work,” I replied.
“Get down? But we’ve only just got up here.”
“I might be able to fix your problem, but I want to make sure everyone is well away from the wall before I do.”
He started to mutter about schedules and crazy people as he strode back towards the platform. After climbing aboard, he let out three shrill bursts from his lips and I heard the commotion of hundreds of people beginning their clattering descent. “We’re losing valuable manhours here.”
I could understand his frustration, especially with the greenskin army drawing ever closer and a large portion of his work already destroyed. “Cyril, you might have more manhours than you could ever use if I’m right. Trust me.”
“Well, my boy, you haven’t steered us wrong yet. Let’s see what all this is about, shall we?” Cyril’s momentary annoyance had given way to intrigue. Romund had undoubtedly told him some of my parlour tricks, but if this worked, this would be the mother of them all. I actually started to grow nervous as we descended, and not from the height which was entirely forgotten. 
“Everybody back!” Cyril yelled, waving at people to disperse toward the open land beyond the camp. “That’s it! All the way back!” 
We thudded to earth and the entire structure slowly emptied above us. The last to make it down were the treadwheel labourers who gave me a bit of stink eye for wasting their time on two journeys within the space of a few minutes. “Sorry!” I called after them, drawing a glare from Sun. The human procession, once thick with people, tapered off until everyone was at least half a mile away. 
“What now?” Cyril asked, breathlessly.
“Umm, I guess we go through and see what happens,” I replied.
There was an archway twenty feet high that led through to the land beyond. I was no expert in explosives, but I hoped the wide openings at either end would prevent a repeat of the stairwell sabotage. Cryil wasn’t daft and had installed countless murder holes between the four layers of thick, steel portcullises. The arrow slits and liquid chutes would allow a rain of hell to be poured down on anything stupid enough to set foot within. We walked out into the daylight and I turned back to the mighty wall, wondering where best to stand. I decided that caution was the order of the day and led my small group a safe distance towards the patch of cleared woodland that faced it. The two tiers loomed over us, hiding the sun, shrouding us in shadow. The arch of the hidden gatehouse mechanisms was sat dead centre of the construction, the bright day glowing beyond. 
“I’m not sure what to expect here, folks. I’ve never done anything like this before, so be ready to run, ok?”
The others took a few unconscious steps backward at my words.
I pulled up the options and prepared to run for my life as I selected Repair the Great Wall. A low rumbling began to tremble beneath my feet and I nearly turned tail and fled.
“Look!” Cyril exclaimed. His mouth hung open in utter bewilderment. 
I turned to the destroyed section and it was… well, it was un-destroying itself. The rubble flowed together, the massive broken blocks becoming whole again. It was as if I had a movie playing on rewind. The shattered stonework ran up the face of the sundered wall like water, slowly filling in the gaps left by the explosion. I was reminded of my healing potions and how my own wounds healed. That’s what it felt like; watching an injury knit itself back together. With a dying tremor, the blister of the initial blast deflated, leaving the wall almost complete.
“How?” gasped Cyril.
“I have no idea.” I turned and found Romund passed out on the grass. Sun was gently slapping his cheek to rouse him. “Would you like me to finish it?” I asked Cyril.
Unable to speak, he nodded instead.
I selected Complete the Great Wall and this time, the rumbling came from the other side of the sprawling fortification. A chorus of screams and shouts carried over from the large gathered crowd waiting past the camp. If the sight of an explosion undoing itself was mind blowing, the spectacle of the mortar and blocks slipping into place like a god was playing Tetris was enough to have me questioning my sanity. 
I would need to find a safe zone and ask why our antagonists were gifting us powers akin to their own. We were here to prove our worth and I felt like a cheat as the final piece of stone thudded in to place high above us. In the lull that followed I just stared at the completed masterpiece. 
“What are you,” asked Cyril, making him the tenth person to ask. Or was it the twentieth? The fiftieth? 
“Someone who shouldn’t really be here,” I answered. And by god wasn’t that the truth. “Did you want me to add steps and finish the trebuchets?” I asked offhandedly. It was the least strange thing that I could do to the wall and its defences.
“Yes… I suppose.”
And so I did. The entire structure grumbled as the interior was rearranged, the steps themselves breaking and pushing out from the face of the wall. Fifty or more flights rumbled into view, zigzagging up the face of the structure. 
I scowled at the obvious weakness. “I’m not too sure how sensible that was. The orcs can use them to reach the top.”
Cyril shook his head. “My boy, if they get up onto the first level, the second won’t be an issue for them. You’d be surprised how a few men could hold against many on the narrow steps, though. The orcs would be fighting upwards, with each higher level of the staircases giving the opportunity for us to shoot down on the attackers.”
“I guess,” I replied, unconvinced.
Spying the movement around the trebuchets, it was difficult not to imagine some invisible giant playing with his toy set as massive struts of wood were pared down and slotted into place. A minute or more passed, and the finished launchers sat below the winding staircases.
“Ta-da!” I said, my voice shrill with disbelief. 
“Godspawn,” Sun murmured in awe. 
“It seems you’ve put me out of a job, my boy,” said Cyril, finally shaking off the wonder. 
“I’m not sure. There are still the doors to the escape passages,” I suggested. “They still need filling.”
Cyril burst out crying, mixed with a euphoric laughter. He grasped my hand and shook it like a piston, making my whole body shake. “Whoever you are. Whatever you are. We’re blessed to have you on our side!”
“I only hope you’ll be saying the same thing after the war is decided. We’ve still got armies to defeat and my gifts don’t extend to wiping them out with a wish.”
“What chance did we have before you arrived? None, that’s what. My boy, what you have achieved,” he waved an arm at the wall, “even before this, is more than we ever dared hope. It’s as if the creator is looking down on us and providing aid.”
I looked at the sky and knew what was watching. Godlike? Yes. Benevolent? Hardly. But I went around again with the fact that they integrated the realm point system from the very first moment. They were helping, in a roundabout way. I checked the list, hoping for some attack helicopters or a nuke. Sadly, the question marks remained and I would need to be patient to find out what they offered. 
The first people emerged from the shadows of the massive gatehouse. As they moved out from under the soaring edifice, they craned their necks up to see the results of my intervention. They looked afraid. Hell, they were positively terrified as they stared at me.
“Sun, I want to go,” I said, feeling like a freak.
“No!” barked Cyril. “Please stay for at least a little while and celebrate with us.”
“They don’t look like they want to celebrate,” I said, indicating the growing crowd. 
“Nons…” Cyril began, but stopped when the first crack of hands clapping echoed against the stone. Another joined it. Then another. In seconds, the fear evaporated and they were cheering and applauding as if I’d just delivered the most amazing set at Glastonbury Festival. People whooped and hollered, punching the air. 
I shied away, almost as uncomfortable at the praise as I was their terror. Zoning out, I found my achievement tab flashing, so I opened it up.
Achievement Unlocked – Mark the Builder
Description – Can he fix it? Yes he can! You’ve used realm points to assist in the building or completion of a structure or equipment to aid in the defence of a world. At this rate, you’ll be the head of a soulless building consortium throwing up cheap, box homes that sell for overinflated prices to schmucks. Capitalism, baby! Woot!
Reward – + 40 Realm Points
I wasn’t going to join a national construction company any time soon, and I also wasn’t down on capitalism as I had at least tried to partake of the pie with my arcade. If I’d picked a better business, I might’ve had more success. But selling timber framed, hastily thrown up rabbit hutches wasn’t my idea of moral business practice. 
Sun slipped an arm around my shoulders and whispered in my ear. “If we leave now, we could be at Pitchollow the day after tomorrow. We’ll be back this way soon enough.”
I agreed and pulled Romund and Cyril aside. “We’ve got to be off. There’s a lot more work to do and standing here isn’t getting it done. I’ll take that drink when we pass back this way if it’s still available?”
“It would be my honour,” said Cyril.
“Romund, are you staying or heading further south?” I asked.
“I’d like to stay, but I need to get back to my people,” he replied.
“Give them all my best. And give Astrid a massive hug for me. Tell her she still owes me the riding lessons.”
“I will, Mark. May good fortune travel with you.”
“Sun is my good fortune,” I said, chuckling.
We made ourselves scarce, making for the concealing gloom of the forest. Once we were safely out of sight of the ecstatic crowd, I retrieved the horses. And immediately turned to Sun. “Why did we just do that?”
“Do what?” she asked.
“Wait until we were hidden before getting the horses out.”
She looked at Bolt and Duke, then huffed. “I don’t know. Habit? It’s a bit silly after what you just did.”
“That’s what I mean!” I climbed into the saddle and guided Bolt back to the trail.
“These gods of yours. They’re friendly?”
“Hell no!” was my immediate response. Then I felt a twinge of guilt over Bart. “Maybe. At least one of them isn’t a complete arse.”
“How many gods are there where you’re from? The ones that sent you here?”
“It’s kind of hard to explain. They’re a race of beings. Like the humans and barbarians here. I’d guess there are millions of them. It’s their technology that makes them gods.” I paused and thought about that. “Actually, they might all have the powers of gods, I just don’t know.”
“They must be at least halfway decent,” she said.
“How so?”
“They sent you here to help us.”
We trotted on, my opinion of the aliens growing ever more conflicted. 
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Chapter 64

Home Sweet Home


We left the forest trail and the sight of Pitchhollow ahead was bittersweet. On the one hand, it had become like a temporary home to me, and on the other, I knew it was only a matter of time before it fell. The fortress was imposing, of that there was no doubt, as we approached the huge hill of the motte and the keep sat atop it. As impressive as it was, however, it was pitiful compared to some of the great citadels to have already succumbed. My only real hope was the great wall itself.  
“It’s good to be back,” I said to Sun. “For as long as it lasts.”
“You have the same feeling of dread that I do?” 
“I know this place is going to be hit hard. And soon. It can’t hold, but we need to inflict as much damage on the orcs as we can before it burns.”
“Then we can break them on the great wall,” she added.
“That’s my hope.” I looked at all the faces that watched as we walked past the twin moats. Any glee they might’ve felt before at our presence was lost now that they could hear the proverbial beat of the orcish drums nearing on the horizon. A few waved, some called our names, most didn’t.
“Mark, it may be for the best if you leave this place.”
I frowned across at her. “What do you mean?”
“When Pitchhollow falls, they will spare no one. It will be a slaughter.”
“Even if I could turn around, which I can’t, what would you do?”
“I would fight for the place that gave me shelter, however reluctantly it was offered.”
My heart started to beat faster as I suddenly realised I wasn’t certain if Sun was subject to my protections. We carried on towards the gatehouse and I studied her character tab for any clues. It made no sense to immortalise Fen and not his mistress. The thought of losing my only real friend was almost crippling. I would need to go to the dungeon and try to wrangle an answer out of Bart. 
“Sun, it might be best if you took that advice yourself. I can’t be hurt. Not permanently anyway, but I’m not sure if being in my party gives you the same protection.”
“If it doesn’t, it doesn’t. I’d rather go down in battle than cower behind a wall while you fight.”
And with that, the argument was finished. Finneus waited for us just inside the outer wall. Time hadn’t improved his demeanour toward me. 
“If it isn’t the conquering heroes,” he said, with only a hint of sarcasm.
“I’m not in the mood for your shit today, Finneus. We’re going to get our horses stabled and then go see the marshal. If you haven’t got anything worthwhile to say, don’t say anything.”
The men around him looked on awkwardly. They were loyal to him, but we were the only thing that was keeping them alive. For now. With a grunt, he spun around on his horse and I saw his whip arm rise. 
“Do it and you’ll wish you hadn’t,” I snarled. 
I could see the pent up tension as his arm quivered at his side. Without responding, or to my relief, hitting his horse, he trotted away instead, barking at his men.
I looked to Sun and she drew a finger across her throat. 
“For him or me?” I asked.
“You should do it to him before he has the chance,” she said, nudging Duke toward the stables. 
I didn’t have the time or inclination to waste effort on Finneus. At worst, I would wake up in the dead of night unable to breathe as blood filled my lungs and I suffocated. Hang on a minute! That was actually pretty damned ghastly, now I thought about it. I watched his back retreat around the bend towards the keep and vowed to, at the very least, maintain a cautious guard whenever I was in his presence. I’d also ensure the bedroom I was sleeping in was tightly locked and wedge a chair under the handle. And probably summon a few concrete blocks I’d borrowed to stand against it too. Christ! What was it with egos that made people such arseholes? I was trying to save his miserable life, for goodness sake! 
“Young master!” Edric yelled as soon as he laid eyes on us. Waddling over, he was nearly in tears. “Oh, it’s so good to see you safe and well, truly it is!”
We both jumped down and he hugged us briefly before taking the reins. 
“I thought you might’ve gone with the others,” I said, sharing in his infectious joy at seeing a friendly face.
“I’m not leaving my home except in a box,” he replied. “And I’ve got some news that will make you both happy and sad, young master.”
I didn’t like the sound of that. “Oh?” 
“You’ll be saying goodbye to young Bolt here,” he said as we neared Lady’s pen. 
“What do you mean?” I noticed Bella’s head wasn’t poking over the gate to see me. “Where’s little’un gone?”
“She’s been weaned and sent off with the food caravans, I’m afraid. She’ll make a fine mount with the right training. Your Lady is now ready for the long road, if she hasn’t changed her mind about you that is.”
I felt sorrow that she had lost her filly again, but in truth, it was just nature doing what it always had. Birds had to fly the nest. Cubs had to leave the den. Even humans felt the need to spread their wings and fly. Typically to a one bed flat three streets over, but it was the thought that counts. You can’t move too far from mum’s cooking and the washing machine.
“Hey, girl. Are you ready for some adventures?” I asked, rubbing her neck while offering an apple. She nodded as if answering my question, chomping down on the fruit. 
“I think she’s ready, young master.”
Bolt looked back at me before walking into his stall. I felt bloody rotten as I realised I was going to have to say goodbye to him. We had shared some difficult times together, Bolt and I. 
Sun caught my dour expression as she wandered back out into the street. “Take them both.”
“I…” My expression changed from miserable to dumbfounded as I realised why not? My pack could take the whole stable if I wished. At least this way I wouldn’t need to leave either of them behind. In fact, that gave me an idea that might take some of the pressure from Edric too. I turned and found the stablemaster walking stall to stall, offering warm, loving words to his horses. “Edric, why has the marshal not sent the rest of the horses with the caravan?”
“As a means to flee I believe, young master,” he replied, sadly. “I doubt there will be much fleeing going on when the orcs arrive.”
“What if I told you there was a way I could keep them all safe when the time comes?”
His sagging demeanour straightened up at my words. “I’m listening.”
“Promise you won’t faint when I show you.”
“The only time I fall over, young master, is when I’ve been too keen to get into my cups.”
I remembered him snoring under my table in the inn and chuckled. “That’s very true. Ok, here we go.”
One moment Lady was there, nudging me with her head, and the next she was gone.
In spite of his promise, Edric reeled away in shock, nearly falling over a wheelbarrow laden with dung. “What in all the heavens?”
I returned Lady to her stall and she carried on as if nothing had happened.
“How? Is this sorcery?”
It was a far easier way to get him to believe than explaining about dimension hopping aliens, so I nodded. “Yeah, sorcery. It means I can scoop them all up and get them to safety. Not one of them will be harmed, you have my word. I can’t do it to people, though.”
“I’ll be more than happy that my nags are safe, young master. These old bones are getting weary and it won’t be too much longer before I couldn’t care for them anyway. At least this way I get to kill some orcs while knowing my family are going to be ok.”
“I’ll ensure they go to the noble houses and spend the rest of their days eating the finest grass while the servants wait on them hand and hoof,” I replied.
Edric choked up with emotion and waved me away, retreating to his little shed at the rear. 
“I’ll see you soon! We’ll have drinks!” I called, before joining Sun. 
She was staring at me intently as we walked towards the keep. 
“What?” I asked, nervously.
“I thought your weakness was a liability,” she replied. “I was wrong.”
“What weakness? Oh, you mean being an all-around great guy who loves animals?”
She growled and gave me the side-eye. “Yes, that. Edric was broken, knowing the fate his beasts faced. With a simple gesture, you’ve allowed him to go to his death with peace. I can see the value in how you do things.”
“As queen, you’ll need to learn these lessons.” 
I was already prepared to duck when she lazily swung her arm out to swat me. It sailed over my head harmlessly and I slipped sideways from further danger. “That’s no way to treat a nice guy!”
“Nice? Perhaps. Infuriating? Certainly,” she muttered.
We walked on and I grew increasing ill at ease. The streets, previously damp with the bodily leavings, had mostly dried out following the evacuation. Even though there were a thousand or more soldiers within, it felt like a ghost town. The winds howled mournfully through windows that hadn’t been secured. Their shutters clapped against the timber walls, a grating sound that did little to help my mood. It already felt like the place had fallen and was now occupied only by the phantoms of the slain. 
“I imagine it won’t be so quiet in the days to come,” said Sun.
“It just feels weird, doesn’t it?”
“If by weird you mean unsettling, then yes, it’s weird.”
We began our familiar trudge up the steep ramp to the hilltop fortress. Once again, the crowmasters had been at work, or it might’ve been Finneus, because the marshal was waiting to greet us. There was absolutely no hostility any more, he was genuinely beaming as we approached. I wondered if it was my increasing reputation with the faction or purely an appreciation for what we’d achieved. Ilfred was standing slightly to his rear and he gave me a wink while twirling a hand. I nodded back in greeting.
“My friends, you have returned! What a joyous time this is!”
I took the offered hand and shook it. “Good to see you, Marshal. But we haven’t really done all that much. Greenskin armies are still knocking at your door.”
“Not that much?” Randulf barked. “What a load of tosh. You freed the sorcerers, and turned an entire army to our cause. I also hear strange tales that can’t possibly be real from the wall. It must be an embellishment, yes?” 
“I had a spare half hour to help lay some bricks,” I replied. “I’ve done my fair share of labouring.” It was true. When I left school I did the rounds of the local building sites, hod carrying and knocking up cement for the brickies. It was another reason I would never go into business throwing up the piece of shit houses that they churned out. I’d seen them go up, and it wasn’t pretty. They didn’t just cut corners, they hacked them apart like camp counsellors in Friday the 13th.
“Lay some bricks, indeed!” Randulf burst out laughing. “Come inside! I want to share a cup while you explain what’s been happening.”
I’d been waiting days to know and I gently pulled the marshal back while the others headed for the war room. “Did your people manage to…?”
“Your powder? Why yes, they did. After your warning, they only took tiny quantities at a time from the stash beneath the trees. They’ve copied enough to fill one small box. I’m afraid to say that they grew so nervous after one of their collections popped that they haven’t been back to the house. It might have already popped too.”
“How big is the box?” I asked.
Randulf made the rough dimensions with his hands.
“Then no, it hasn’t popped. You can trust me that the whole garrison would’ve heard the thing.”
“Well that’s a relief. What do you plan to do with it?”
I’d been thinking about that the whole time I was away. The fortuitous arrival of certain skills and powers made it impossible to ignore. “I’m going to do something stupid, Marshal.”
“That sounds quite dangerous,” he remarked unhappily as we started to walk after the others.
“Incredibly so. Is Godbert still alive?”
“He rots in the dungeon. If I’m totally honest with you, his punishment has been largely ignored with all that’s been going on. Would you like me to arrange it for today?”
“I would not. I’d like your permission to try something. It’ll involve him. In fact, he’ll be key to my plan.”
“If it aids you, I trust your judgement. Do with him as you wish.”
“Thanks, Marshal. Now shall we get that drink? I don’t think you’ll believe my stories, though.”
“I’ve heard things that make my hair curl,” he admitted, leading me on past the guards which nodded at me.
“You haven’t heard anything yet,” I replied.
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Chapter 65

Second Chances


I heard nervous shuffling from behind the cell door. Unlocking it, I removed the bracing timber and swung it open. Godbert’s injuries were healing well, which was vitally important to my plan. He blinked up at me, temporarily blinded by the meagre light of my torch.  
“Are you here to take me to my execution?” he asked. “The marshal said my fate was in your hands.”
I stared at the pitiful figure for a few seconds, wondering if this was the stupidest of stupid ideas. I needed more time to think, so I began making small talk. “Did you see your family?”
“I did. My mother and sister at least. My father refused to come. He says I’m a traitor,” Godbert replied miserably. 
“You are a traitor.”
“Thanks for reminding me,” he muttered.
“I’m not the one who did those disgusting things,” I snapped. “Don’t you dare mouth off at me!”
“Sorry.”
I simmered down and asked, “Did it help, though? Seeing them?”
“I’ve said my goodbyes and made my apologies, if that’s what you mean. I’m ready for the axeman now.” By the way his voice quavered, he wasn’t in the least bit ready, and who could blame him. 
I did notice the overwhelming remorse that twisted his face as I put him under pressure. “Would you do things differently if you had a second chance?”
His face lit up at my words and I realised I’d thrown out a lifeline that just wasn’t there. “Of course! I never should’ve followed the captain. My place was here, with the rest of my friends, ready to fight. Do you think…?” 
I shook my head. “Not in this life. A price has to be paid.”
Godbert sunk into himself. “Well… then I guess I’m ready,” he said, shakily climbing to his feet. He rubbed at his neck, perhaps subconsciously feeling the heavy blade.
“What if I told you that you might be able to reclaim some of your honour?”
He scowled at me. “I’m listening.”
“You’re going to die, Godbert, I have no control over that. What I am in control of is an opportunity for the pair of us to go and do something insane. You can die on your knees in front of a baying crowd, or you can die on your feet, killing orcs and goblins by the hundred with me.”
“I’m in,” he replied, instantly. “Whatever you need, I’m your man.”
“You haven’t heard my plan yet,” I cautioned.
“I don’t care. The greenskins lied to us when they said we would all be safe. If by my death I can really help my family, I go gladly to it. I won’t let you down, I promise.”
“What if I told you that we would be heading deep into the goblin camps?”
“I don’t care,” he said, resolutely.
“Have you been before their leaders before?” I asked.
Godbert nodded eagerly. “I have. Several times.”
“Ok. Those times you were betraying your people.”
He looked away, distraught.
I continued my point. “This time, you’ll be going to wipe them out.”
Godbert’s gaze rose to meet mine, a look of eagerness replacing the melancholy. “I can die with honour?”
“You can.”
“My father might even forgive me,” he whispered, more to himself.
“With the damage we’re going to do, he’ll celebrate you, Godbert. Many will, for years to come. You might even get your name in the history books. For the right reasons, this time.”
The transformation was stark, even though I was only offering a slightly different method of death. “What do you need of me?”
“I need you to come with me and get washed. Once you’ve bathed, we’ll be leaving by a route that no one except the marshal and a couple of his advisors know about. Then, we ride for the goblins as hard as we can.”
“A bath and a chance to regain my honour? I feel like I’m dreaming.”
“I’ve even arranged for a mug of ale while you wash yourself. I had your old uniform and armour returned. It hasn’t been washed, but that’s part of making you look the part. Shall we get to it?”
“Absolutely!” Godbert exclaimed.
Leaving the dungeon and the cries of the condemned behind, I led Godbert to the waiting room on the floor above. The bath smelled of sage, a common fragrance according to Randulf. A bar of soap and a stiff brush sat on a small table with the warming ale. The uniform hung from a hook on the wall.
“I’ll leave you to it. I’m going to get the provisions together and make sure the horses are prepared.”
As the door slowly closed, Godbert stopped it with a firm hand. “Thank you, Mark. I don’t deserve this.”
“We’ll see in the coming days if I made a mistake. Get cleaned up. I’ll see you soon.”
The door thudded closed and I locked it, leaving the man to enjoy the last luxuries he would ever have.

[image: image-placeholder]Our journey had taken a little under a day and a half. We’d passed abandoned villages, and many more that had been put to the torch. I was beyond grateful to find no spitted villagers in any of them. Randulf’s efforts to draw the people back to Pitchhollow and beyond had obviously worked. 
Our horses had started to show signs of distress as we trotted down the trail heading due west. They watched the shadows in the trees, whinnying and scuffing the ground. 
“That’s far enough,” I said, dismounting. My body no longer ached while riding. My skill had pinged to level eight an hour ago, yet I felt no discernible difference to the journey. Then again, I hadn’t needed to ride hard and flee anything yet. I expected that would change in the very near future. 
“I can smell them,” whispered Godbert.
“So can the horses,” I replied. I did a full scan of the area and found nothing nearby watching us. Stowing the animals in my pack, the soldier still flinched at the spectacle even though he’d witnessed it a handful of times on the road. 
“What now?” he asked.
“It’s all on you now, mate. I need you to do whatever you do and get us to the leaders.”
“The real leaders stay well back. There’s always a few goblin generals and some orc warchiefs in attendance, though. They enjoy watching us debase ourself while we hand over our people.” As the words left his mouth, he gained a greater appreciating of how reprehensible his actions had been.
“We take what we can. I don’t expect to get at Gutrender unless we can crush most of his army. I just want to sow some chaos before our two armies meet. They’re brave in numbers, but easy to spook. I want them arriving on the battlefield rattled.”
“What if this mission goes awry? I don’t want to hurt you too.”
“Don’t worry about me. If we can wipe out a few hundred, I’ll consider the price well worth paying.” I meant it too. This could very well be a one way mission. We would be surrounded by enemies on all sides, and everything had to go absolutely perfectly for me to walk away unscathed. 
“Do you not fear death?” asked Godbert, nervously. 
“Not really. The pain sucks, but once that’s done, it’s done. I know there are places out there that we go once we die.”
“I’ll be damned for all time,” he groaned, bending double as if in actual pain.
“A week ago, yeah. Today, with what you’re doing to help save your kingdom, I think your gods might have a different view.”
“Truly?” His red, tear-filled eyes begged for reassurance.
“As far as my religion is concerned, there is nothing more noble than sacrificing your life to save innocents. And imagine how many men, women, and children you’ll be saving.”
“But I’ve done terrible things under the captain.” He started sobbing. 
“And you’ll answer for that. But this will heavily tip the scales back in your favour.” I tried to sound as certain as I could. The burden of his sins were beyond my understanding, but I honestly believed his actions might carry some weight for the inevitable judgement.
“I pray you’re right,” he said, composing himself. 
“What now?” I asked.
“We walk. They’ll find us soon enough. Let us hope they take the bait rather than take our heads.”
I laughed and Godbert frowned at me. “Wouldn’t that be ironic? You avoid the block only to have it happen anyway? Just at the hands of the orcs instead.”
Expecting tears, I was surprised when Godbert chuckled darkly. “That would be poetic justice, wouldn’t it? I think the headsman would be a little more gentle about it.”
“I’m not sure there’s a gentle way to remove a head.” I laughed along with him. “Come on, let’s get it done.”
The trail wound away before us, and before long, I started to notice the complete absence of sound. There were no birds singing in the trees, no animals running through the undergrowth with a faint rustle. The very presence of Gutrender’s horde was anathema to the balance of nature. I doubled checked our clothing again. We were draped in enough green sashes to be mistaken for mobile trees. I was fifty-fifty on how far to go with it, but I wanted to ensure at the very least we weren’t peppered with arrows before having a chance to talk. I suspected the greenskins were going to be far more alert and less welcoming to anyone who didn’t have tusks now the war was reaching a tipping point.
“You move, you die!” growled a deep, guttural voice. 
We immediately threw up our hands and turned to the source. My minimap hadn’t shown anything, and that was worrying as the hooded orc stepped into view. He was thinner than his kin by a wide margin, verging on emaciated, which meant he was my size. He moved with stealthy grace, totally different to the lumbering brutes I’d met in battle. 
“You wear da green, softmeat. Wasn’t you wiv da captain?”
“I was,” replied Godbert.
“Where ya been? We ain’t seen ya for ages.” He grunted, the eyes little pinpricks of reflection under the heavy shroud and flowing cloak.
“We were attacked in force by the marshal’s men. They killed everyone else,” Godbert explained. The slivers of truth to the story lent it some veracity as the orc scout studied us, myself in particular. 
“I don’t rememba’ ‘im,” the orc growled.
“He was always left behind to tend to the cooking. He’s a bit simple, but he can stir a pot well enough.”
I thought our ruse might already be doomed as the hidden face glowered at me, but he finally grunted and continued. “Where ya been hidin’?”
Godbert ran a hand through his hair which we’d dirtied up on the road. His eyes looked this way and that, as if he was remembering the terror of the pursuit. “Anywhere we could. They searched for us for a few days and then gave up. I think they know you’re getting close.”
“So why’s you ‘ere? What ya want’s from us?”
“Shelter and some food would be good. While we were moving in the forest, we found a village that is still hoping to harvest before you arrive. I want to give them to you as payment.”
“Hmm. Zord will want’s to see ya. Come on!”
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Chapter 66

Honour Reclaimed


The orc took us off the trail and through the forest. Godbert was verging on outright panic, but I was calmer than I believed possible. “Hey, it’s ok,” I said to him. “These guys will stop the marshal ever getting to us. Once they get the villagers and their grain, they’ll wipe them all out.” The last was meant for the benefit of our guide, the first to calm my companion.  
The orc grunted in agreement. After a mile of walking, the unsettling silence slowly gave way to the sounds of frenetic activity. Dull thuds carried through the trees as axes went to work. Steel clashed against steel as warriors practiced. The awful laughter of born killers was the worst; malevolent and soulless. 
“Keep ya ‘eads down and don’t gawp or you’s likely ta lose ‘em,” warned our orc companion. 
We emerged from the timeless woods into a sea of desolation. Thousands of trees had been hacked down to burn on the massive fires which littered the land for miles around. The individual trails of grey smoke amalgamated in the sky to form an unbroken cloud of filth that blotted out the sun. I couldn’t even begin to count the amount of makeshift tents that were erected in the valley we had been taken to. Five thousand? Ten? I made the mistake of looking at one and quickly looked away. What I’d initially mistaken as some large, evergreen leaves bound together over the wooden frames were in fact the skins of orcs stitched haphazardly together. 
“Nothing goes to waste,” Godbert remarked as I looked anywhere but at the stretched, perpetually screaming faces. 
“Dis way! Come on!” 
We followed, mindful to show deference to the massive figures that abused us as we passed. We were pelted with rotten food on more than one occasion. We were also hit by lumps of dripping red meat which I didn’t dare to look at. If the stench of the streets in Pitchhollow were bad, the smell that pervaded the air of the orc encampment was like something out of Lucifer’s sweaty arsecrack. I had to breathe through my mouth to stop myself from vomiting. 
“Nearly dere! Move it!” 
I staggered to a halt when we reached an open area with cages as big as a house; at least thirty of them in neat rows. Inside each was a monstrously large troll. The cracked, grey skin resembled broken concrete. Clenched fists the size of a family SUV. Beady black eyes in tiny hollows that made up for a lack of intelligence with pure, burning hatred. I had no illusions that they couldn’t tear through the iron bars if they wanted to. As we neared, they started to become agitated, growling at us while pawing at the ground.
The orc chuckled. “Don’t worry softmeat, dey’s been fed.”
I noted the scattered armour amidst the straw at their feet, both human and orcish. Nothing goes to waste indeed, I thought morbidly as the dull witted monstrosities snapped at us. It was bad enough knowing we had an army of goblins and orcs about to descend on us, but with the sheer size of the trolls I started to question our chances of survival. They would tear through the palisade like it was made of paper. 
We moved past the holding pens and the smell of shit changed to a familiar tang of mixed powder. Stacked crates of highly dangerous goods were piled high against the orc skins as the goblin tinkerers played scientist within. 
“Fru dere!” barked the orc, motioning towards the largest of the tents. “I’ll get da rest of da bosses.”
The scout stomped away, and I took the opportunity to do some heavy thieving before we made for the tent. Nobody guarded the entrance, which, considering the size of the army around us, was unsurprising. I was expecting something out of a horror movie as I walked inside; a charnel house of bones and flesh, the heady scent of spilled blood. What I found made my jaw drop. The interior was fragranced and clean. A huge bath sat in the corner, steam rising from the water. A luxurious bed with plush pillows and silken sheets lay in another. I glanced at Godbert who was nonplussed by the surroundings. 
“Nice place,” I muttered.
“I know,” he replied.
I was about to ask where the leader was when a frenzy of bubbles broke from the bath and the figure who had been submerged sat up. He looked at us and smiled, showing no fear or surprise. “Godbert! Where have you been, my friend?” 
My jaw dropped lower at the perfectly enunciated words in place of savage grunts. 
“Hiding,” Godbert replied. “The marshal sent more men and they took us by surprise. Everyone’s gone.”
I checked the bestiary tab quickly as the naked goblin climbed from the tub. 
Name – Zord the Handsome (Level 15) (Boss)
Description – A legend within the goblin ranks, Zord was blessed with an unparalleled beauty quite unknown among the greenskins. As cunning as he is stunning, Zord is one of the most competent warriors and engineers in Gutrender’s army. 
Weakness – Physical. Elemental. 
Immunities - None
He wasn’t as repulsive as the rest of his kind, but handsome? Give me a break. His skin was mostly unblemished by purple warts, and the hair that hung down his back had been cut in a straight line. Only his jawline, which resembled Jim Carrey in Me, Myself, and Irene, was noteworthy; protuberant and dimpled. I did my best to look away from his other protuberance which gave me severe self-esteem issues. It was like a baby orc’s arm holding an apple. 
“I’m sorry to hear that. The captain was a reliable man,” Zord replied with genuine remorse as he finally donned a pair of cloth briefs. “To what do I owe the pleasure?” 
“I… I mean we, were hoping for shelter,” said Godbert.
“And food, sir,” I said with as much simpering as I could muster.
“You shall have both!” Zord declared. “Your assistance has provided meat and grain that have been invaluable to our efforts.”
“While we were running, we found a village that hadn’t yet fled. We wanted to give them to you in thanks,” said Godbert.
The warmth of the goblin changed to cold calculation. “Show me where.”
A rudimentary map had been set out on a table. I locked eyes with Godbert as we approached and he nodded ever so slightly. 
“There,” I said, pointing out an area the marshal had agreed to. It was off the beaten path and unlikely to have been discovered yet. If our plan went to hell, the only thing waiting for the raiding parties was a sizeable force of veterans who wanted to carve some orcs.
“Interesting,” said Zord. “We hadn’t thought to head into the mountain passes.”
“They occupy a valley like this one. It’s concealed, well sheltered. The ground is fertile due to the mountain waters which run through it,” explained Godbert.
Zord’s eyes narrowed as he licked his lips. “And the people?”
“Fat farmers,” I replied, conjuring a box underneath the table. “Ready to be plucked.”
“Mmm,” Zord salivated. “I do like them plump.”
The eloquence of our host was undone by his true nature. No amount of well-spoken words and hygiene could mask the black soul lurking beneath the veneer of decorum. I gently kicked Godbert’s ankle to draw his attention while our host was riveted on the thought of tasting warm blood. He quickly noted the primer near his boot, which consisted of a ferrous rod and flint. 
“They don’t come plumper,” replied Godbert, flicking his eyes back toward the entrance.
I took my cue and turned to Zord. “Would you mind if I ran outside to use the toilet, sir? It’s been a long road. We can discuss the fastest way to reach them when I get back. We don’t want them getting away.”
“Of course. Find somewhere far from the tent though, would you? I find the smell quite noxious.”
I bowed, gave my companion a final smile, then left. I heard the low murmurs of conversation as Zord asked after me. Godbert was effusive in his praise, explaining about our fateful efforts to hide from hundreds of furious soldiers. Our plan had originally involved my stealthy escape from a relatively small command camp and the gallop of horseshoes. That was out of the window as I found myself in the midst of a massive concentration of the enemy. I only had one option, and that was going to be fraught with peril; straight up. 
“Git outta da way!” snapped one of the other generals who emerged from between two tents. More were arriving for the news we brought, which messed up my ability to morph unseen. 
I ducked into one of the nearby shelters and pulled the skin-flap closed. 
“Tick-tock, “ I whispered, knowing my time was limited. 
Activating my eagle form, the small world I occupied changed as I shrunk. The process was hastened by my willingness to accept the process. Hopping forward, I used my head to peel apart the orc skin and looked outside. 
All clear.
Waddling through, I quickly unfurled my wings and pushed off… straight into the arms of another orc who appeared around the corner of my hiding place. We were both as startled as one another from the unexpected contact. I squawked in shock as the monster grasped at me, pinning my wings painfully against my body. He thought he had a free meal until my razor-sharp beak tore into his forearms. Roaring in pain, he flinched and let me go. I wasted no time, buffeting my wings to hold me at head height before pecking and raking at his eyes with my talons. I laid an egg that fell to the ground, but this one was a shimmering white. Shinara’s Snare burst, coating the orc and the tents all around. The shredded mess of his face and the webbing was enough to keep him distracted as I fought my way skyward once more. The commotion had brought inquisitive soldiers from their tents and many started to point and holler as I flapped my wings as fast as possible. The first arrow zipped past, actually catching my feathers because it was so close. 
To hell with this! I tried to shout, only for it to come out as an enraged shriek. I angled my body and dived away just as another volley of projectiles whined through the air nearby. I could never climb fast enough to outpace the missiles and the height would only give them an easier target. So instead, I zipped over the tops of the vile structures, swooping down the gently sloping valley towards the forest. The dwindling attention I received was quickly diverted as the world erupted behind me. I turned my head as the searing fireball rose into the sky like a miniature nuke’s mushroom cloud, taking with it Godbert, Zord, and countless others. The heatwave flattened the tents all around, triggering more explosions in the tinkerer huts. Waves of energy from the detonations battered against me, but I held on, needing to see the unfolding carnage. What had begun as one bomb had ended up as fifty or more, crashing up through the smoke from the cookfires and turning it black. Infernos raged everywhere and the screams of the injured and dying was music to my avian ears. The trolls, terrified by the noise, had broken free from their cages and rampaged within the camp, crushing and eating indiscriminately. 
God speed, my friend, I cawed to Godbert’s soul as the orcs rushed to quell the chaos below. I’ll tell everyone what you did here today.
Catching a fresh wind from the south, I forged on. Passing over the treetop canopy, I started to scout for a place to land and transform back to my old self. 
The mission had been a complete success. 
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Chapter 67

Working Up A Sweat


Laying the pickaxe down, I wiped the streaming sweat from my brow and sat against the tapered bank of the outer moat. The water boy, who was in fact an ale boy, ran over with a mug. I sluiced the sweet drink around inside my mouth to loosen the dust. All about me, the soldiers were toiling to carve the mud. After I’d explained the size of the trolls that were approaching, Randulf felt it prudent to add a few feet in width and depth. The water filled moat was out of our control. The time it would’ve taken to divert the nearby river, which acted as the source was explained to me in weeks and months, not days.  
I thought back to my escape from the camp. I’m not sure if my actions were considered cheating or not. I preferred to think of it as abusing a glitch in the game mechanics. After the shock of the initial explosion had worn off, the pursuit was in full effect. The green canopy of the treetops was joined by the army tearing through in the undergrowth below. I’d reached the end of my one mile limit and the eagle form had begun to fail. My beak had turned back into a nose, warning me that I’d better put myself down. As I stood there listening to the frenzy all around, I wondered if I could reactivate the skill and continue on. Lo and behold, I was allowed another mile of flight. The rest of my journey back went in a flash of leapfrogging through the land a little at a time. By the time dusk settled, the thick black cloud at my back was hardly visible at all from either the distance or the successful extinguishing of the fires. My final transformation had taken place in the small home that acted as a research lab for the explosives which we had used to such spectacular effect. I’d collected another achievement from the blast.
Achievement Unlocked – Big Bada Boom
Description – This was no beautiful, red-headed alien falling through the roof of your cab. Your Leeloo took the form of about two thousand pounds of poorly stored explosives. This was elemental destruction on a biblical level. Multipass!
Reward – Explosive weapon damage increased by 50%.
It would come in handy in future worlds, that was a certainty. But I was here. In a massive trench. After destroying goblin bosses and orcs galore. Without a grenade launcher to utilise.
“How the mighty have fallen.” I sighed.
“Thirsty work,” said Sun, joining me. She wasn’t sweating or breathing heavily, despite working as hard as any of us, at some points even harder, as she drove the pick into the dirt. I wondered if it was still Dhaulf’s face she saw at the end of her blows. Though she didn’t mention it once, I knew she was still nervous about the fate of her parents. Every day that passed without word from the crowmaster of Ishalon was another spent worrying that it had all been a cruel joke. 
“I’ll be glad to get back to fighting,” I said, showing her my palms. “My blisters have blisters.”
“Then you should stop flagellating your dangly.”
“Flagellating what?” I blurted. 
“Oh, don’t act all shy. The boys in my fjord did little else. I never did understand why they were pulling so furiously on the thing, if I’m honest. The friction must’ve been quite uncomfortable.”
I think if the stakes had been in place I’d have hurled myself on one in embarrassment. I started to chuckle, then a full on belly laugh escaped my lips. “Did your mum or dad not explain things?”
“My father said that any boy who would rather tug on that than the training leash of a growing warg wasn’t to be considered someone worth knowing. They would pull the most ridiculous faces when expending themselves,” she said, mimicking the slack faced, cross-eyed look of ejaculation. 
I was totally done. I’m sure it was an exaggeration on how much she’d witnessed, but I couldn’t get the picture of an entire fjord beset by compulsive masturbators out of my head. I’d watched a great show once where they ‘helped’ the sufferer by chopping off most of his fingers. Or was it his thumbs? I burst out laughing again, bending double until my stomach hurt. My tattooed friend didn’t seem to see the funny side.
“You’re as childish as they are,” she muttered, tossing the empty ale mug to the boy. 
“Sun, I’m sorry!” I called as she stormed off. The other men were looking at me strangely, and not just because of the tales they’d heard of my exploits. “Sorry! I think it’s just the stress!”
Faint cries and the echoing gallop of hooves drew the attention of everyone in our final section of the pit. We scurried up the ladders laid against the steeply tapered bank and found a scouting party charging for the garrison entrance. I ran over to the drawbridge, just as Finneus emerged from the gatehouse in his immaculate finery. Not a crumb of mud or speck of dust marred his red tabard. Hell, even the marshal had jumped down with us and dug for a few hours. The cavalry master had deigned to saunter past atop his mount looking down on us as if we were scum. Wanker.
“What’s happening?” I asked as the lead rider came to a sudden stop. 
“What news?” asked Finneus pointlessly interjecting.
I noticed the black blood staining his clothing and knew the answer immediately.
“They will be here by morning,” said the rider, his words filled with dread.
“What did you see?” I asked.
“Tell me what you saw,” added Finneus needlessly. 
“For fuck’s sake will you just trot back inside and leave this to the real men? You’re giving me a migraine, you lazy prick!” I spat, no longer able to contain myself. 
I turned back to the rider, only to be caught in the back of the head with a hefty boot that cracked my teeth together. Finneus tried to wrestle his horse round to kick or trample me, but I was much faster with my increased combat skills. The hooves swiped only air as I grabbed his right leg and dragged him from his whinnying mount. Slamming to the iron-banded timber with enough force to make it shake, Finneus’s eyes bugged and the breath erupted from his lungs. Before he could refill his shocked chest with air, I grabbed him like a child and tossed him over the edge into the moat. If he’d been donned in full armour, he’d have sunk to the bottom, and I honestly couldn’t say if I’d have jumped in to save him. As it was, his clothing was heavily waterlogged, but he managed to gasp and kick his way to the muddy bank. Some of the soldiers helped him out, only for him to scream at them with indignant fury. 
“Get your hands off me!”
“Do you want to go in again?” I snapped as he sloshed towards me, completely filthy.
“You’ll pay for that,” he sputtered, leaving a trail of water in his wake.
“Ok, dickhead!” I yelled, raising my fists. “Let’s have it! You and me, right now!”
He made a show of grinning evilly as he ignored my invitation, which only made him look even more of a fool. Grabbing the reins of his horse, he dragged her back towards the garrison and left me bouncing on the balls of my feet as adrenaline surged through my body. Even the sight of his swagger set my rage meter to full. I waited, desperate for him to show some cruelty to his horse. The rat swarm was waiting to be activated and I didn’t care what it meant for my reputation. When his stupid, leisurely pace took him from view, I stopped my silly dance. I’d been to a few boxing lessons, but most of the time I’d been doing sit ups and running. My time on the bags was minimal. My time sparring even less so. I’d had a couple of rounds with a Polish lad called Józef and he’d beaten me like it was his job. If I ever survived this hell, I vowed to get back into it because I actually enjoyed the feeling of being put to the test. I waited for a dramatic flourish of Rocky music, but all was quiet.
“Are you ok?” asked Sun.
“I’m fine,” I said, still shaking. I turned back to the scouting party who were still staring at me, mouths agape. “Now, tell me what you saw.”
“Umm, a whole army,” he replied. “The orcs and goblins are moving through the forest, spread wide like a net. The bigger creatures are being moved down the trail.” I saw the involuntary shudder that accompanied the memory.
“Trolls? They’re big bastards alright.”
“I’ve never seen their like,” he replied.
“It doesn’t matter. They’ll die, just like the rest of them. Head inside and tell the marshal. Tell him I’ll be along as soon as we’ve finished adding stakes to this last section.”
“Yes, sire,” he said. 
Before I could rebuke him for the unearned title, he led the band of scouts back into the garrison with a clatter of hooves. 
“Tomorrow it is, then,” said Sun, happily.
“It seems that way.”
My quest log came alive, superimposing itself on my vision without the need to summon it.
Quest – Survive the Assault on Pitchhollow Garrison (Main)
Description – The first wave of the greenskin horde is about to descend on the plucky defenders at Pitchollow. Fight for your lives! Fight for the survival of the Kherrash people! 
Reward – Paladin Skill Unlocked - Smite
“So here we are,” I grunted. We were nearing the climax of this particular story. I hoped the critics were going to rate us fairly high if I could put on a decent show. Knowing what we faced, I was expecting to heavily rebalance the deaths to kills ratio in the days to come. It would be almost impossible to avoid. 
I looked out to the still forest, expecting to see a war party of wargs, goblins, orcs, and trolls to burst through. The leaves fluttered and the branches creaked, but aside from that there was no sign of what would soon be marching out of the shadows. 
I turned back to the pit and grabbed a stake that was the size of a telephone pole. “There’s no rest for the wicked.” I sighed, heading for the ladder.
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Chapter 68

A Difficult Choice


The discussion with the marshal had been brief. I’d suggested that Finneus take the cavalry to the wall. As much as their sword arms would help, the streets were too narrow for any kind of charge, should the greenskins breach. Sending them out to meet the coming army would be suicide. They were just too valuable to throw away like a certain dippy blonde in a once great show who sent her own mounted warriors out in the darkness to die. Randulf had agreed and my enemy left within the hour. I have to admit, my neck felt a lot safer. The foot commanders were allocated their positions and the order was to hold no matter what. This wasn’t a battle that the garrison could retreat from. Even if they did manage to make it to the secret tunnel, the wargs would hunt them down. That included myself and Sun, though we had a few more tricks up our sleeve than the average soldier. Randulf had asked if anyone had anything to add. None had replied. We were as prepared as we were going to be. Whether it would be enough would be decided by nightfall of the next day.  
Although I’d been grafting all day, I was more mentally drained than physically. Though I wasn’t officially in charge of the vast kingdom, the knowledge that in reality, I kind of was, had started to weigh me down. Milton could move his pawns around on the board, but I was the queen, darting here, there, and everywhere trying to tie up threads that would hold the whole thing together. I snorted at the absurdity of a failing business owner being in such a bizarre position. 
I finally reached the cells and Scab was waiting for me. The other jailors had joined the caravan, but the filthy warder had remained behind out of duty, which shocked me more than I dared to admit. It was my own prejudices coming into play, nothing more. 
“There’s free bar at the tavern, mate,” I told him. “Why don’t you join the others and have a drink? I’ll explain the situation to the prisoners.”
“Yeah? Ok.” He grunted merrily, handing me over all the keys. 
I watched him waddle away up the stairs before letting myself into the dungeon passage. “Listen up, you lot!” I called. “I’m going to say this only once and I won’t answer any questions.”
A couple of cells started to erupt with pleading, but I ignored it and carried on. 
“The orc army will be here in the morning. I’ve asked the marshal if he would be willing to let you fight when the time comes.”
More cries came and I shut them out too.
“I’ve arranged for a decent meal and jugs of water to be brought down. I’ve also asked him to provide you with feather pillows and straw beds to sleep on. If you want to fight, you’ll be released in the morning. If you don’t, you’ll stay in your cells until after it’s done. I’ve seen what’s coming. My advice, for what it’s worth? Get some rest and get ready to go to war. You don’t want them to find you cowering down here. They eat their captives. Alive or dead.”
I tuned out the hubbub that exploded all around me. After tossing the ring of keys next to Scab’s half eaten meal, I returned to my original cell and conjured my recliner again. With the shouts and screams still in full flow, I coated the entire room in layers of soundproofing, cutting them off. After making sure I had enough space for him, I called out, “Bart?”
“Yes, Mark?” he asked, trying not to crowd me in the tight space. “How are you? It’s been a while.”
“I’m a little tired, to be honest. I’ve been burning the candle at both ends, but you already know that, don’t you?”
“I know that,” he replied, the fake, rheumy eyes trying to convey warmth. “You’ve been performing miracles.”
“I’m going to die again tomorrow, Bart, so here’s what’s going to happen,” I said, preparing to lay out my list of demands.
Before I could carry on, he held up a liver spotted hand and frowned. “What do you mean, again?”
I sat up a little straighter. “What do you mean, what do I mean? That bloody shark-thing tore me up something awful.”
“It did, but you didn’t die. The current washed you to the shore about five minutes before your breathing potion was going to wear off. It might’ve been a different matter if you hadn’t been so buoyant.”
“You’re shitting me?”
“I’m not. You’re still at zero for the number of fatalities you’ve suffered.”
“Holy shit,” I exclaimed, filled with a fresh buzz of energy. Maybe I wasn’t so bad at this after all? “How are the others doing?”
Bart looked away. “Not well. In fact, there has been a complete rethink from the top about the trials.”
“Can you share? I’m all ears.”
“One moment.” My ears popped with his disappearance and swift return. “I can tell you that there is now an option to retire from the worlds. The decision to take a number of people over and above the willing volunteers has led to an unexpected issue.”
I’d only heard the word retire. “So I can quit right now if I want?”
“You can. Many already have after the debacle we’ve encountered. I could’ve told you this a while ago if you’d summoned me earlier.”
“I’ve. Been. Fucking. Busy!” I snapped, growing angrier with each word. My paladin swear jar had already shattered under the weight of coins, which were now toppling from the counter. “You’re realm hopping aliens, for fuck’s sake! You’re telling me you couldn’t just swing by for a cup of tea and a chat?”
“I can only come when called. Those are the rules.”
“You’ve been changing the rules all the way through this thing, but this is the one you can’t possibly mess with? Give me a break.” I huffed. “I want out of this game, Bart. Right now. I quit.”
“Mark, don’t be so hasty,” he begged. “Can I talk to you first? Explain a few things?”
“I’ve been through hell. I’ve had enough. Just get me out.”
“Please? I’ll fetch Honey and Marco while you listen?”
“I can just see them when I’m done,” I argued. “Just let me out.”
Bart grew frantic. “If you don’t listen to me, there might not be an Earth tomorrow! Your people are on the brink, and I think that was part of the plan in allowing the retirement of the volunteers from the worlds.”
For the love of god. It was bad enough having the pressure of Kherrash on my shoulders. Now Bart was telling me a few billion more were relying on me. It was too much and I started to laugh. “Yeah, sure. Why not? Get me my dogs. And I want a plate of fresh chicken for them too.”
“Done!” 
In less than a second, they were back and my deranged laughter gave way to tears of joy. Honey bounded on to my lap, knocking the plate of meat flying, where it smashed on the floor, scattering chicken breast to the four corners. Marco started the clean-up operation, picking between the broken crockery for the morsels. Honey was a flurry of tongue and wagging tail as she gave me doggy kisses. Bart surreptitiously replaced the meat with a fresh plate and sat it on a small side table he created, making the cell even more cramped. I hugged my dog tight, breathing in her scent. “Have you been a good girl?” I husked, barely able to get the words out. She barked once, and in the confines of the cell it was deafening. I scooted as far right as I could and patted the small space for Marco to join us. He hopped up, his wide rump squeezing me against the side of the chair. He was more reticent, offering me a paw instead of bad breath.
“Enough of this,” Bart grumbled, and we were transported to the safe room of the tutorial dungeon. 
I took the opportunity to stretch my legs out and summon a second and third chair beside me for the dogs to perch on. I’ll give them their due, they didn’t dive on the meat, as if they knew it was coming and wanted me to be the one to feed them. I slipped the first chunk into her mouth, did the same for Marco, and then turned to Bart. “Go on then. But hurry up, I want to be out of this godforsaken game as soon as possible.”
“That’s just the thing, Mark. It isn’t a game. These worlds exist.”
I stared at him as if he was touched in the head. “Yeah, right. Goblins and spider queens. Wargs and demons. I may be low on wisdom, but I’m not a complete idiot.”
“I’m serious. The people you’re helping are alive. The lives you save are real people.”
“What? That’s bullshit! How can…” I spluttered, my words all tangled. “I don’t know… how could however many of us who volunteered all be in the same world? I think I’d have noticed if other morons were wandering around, getting themselves killed too.”
“You haven’t been killed yet.”
“You know what I mean,” I replied bluntly.
“Where is it you think we come from, Mark?” he asked as I started playing catch the chicken with Honey. Marco pawed at me politely, as if to say, please, sir, can I have some more?
“I dunno. Another realm you said.”
“Exactly. We can navigate the universes that exist. Have you ever heard of the theory of infinite timelines all existing at the same time?” 
“I have. You’re telling me that there are an infinite number of Marks out there?”
“Not infinite, but many.”
“How many?” I asked, unsettled by the thought of hundreds of doppelgangers bumbling around in other existences.
“More than you could count in a lifetime. The more important thing is what takes place within them. Are you familiar with the theory of people making miniscule, seemingly innocuous changes that completely alter the course of history?”
“You mean the butterfly effect? I saw the movie. It was pretty good. It’s like if someone killed Hitler a hundred years ago but even worse shit happened?”
“Yes, that’s pretty much it. The offshoot of the act creates another timeline that goes on its merry way. In some of your timelines, that very thing happened. Hitler was murdered before he rose to power.”
I chuckled. “Good on them. Fucking arsehole.” Bart’s face told me that things weren’t all singing and dancing after the fall of Mr One-Testicle Little-Tache. “Bad?”
“Not good,” he replied, vaguely. 
“So you’re telling me all that esoteric theory bollocks about multiverses and all that shit is real”? I scoffed, not really buying it.
“It’s all real. Each of you who volunteered is a butterfly, changing the fate here in Kherrash. The difference is, your ripples are guaranteed to improve their situation.”
“And Cris and the others are here too, but not here?”
“As I said during our first meeting, you inhabit one iteration, your fellow volunteers inhabit others. The idea was that when you are finished, these timelines will go on with peace and prosperity. For however long it lasts, anyway.”
“This is blowing my head apart, mate. Multiverses. Real worlds. What the fuck was the tutorial dungeon all about? Wasn’t that a game?”
“It was and it wasn’t,” he replied.
“What do you mean? You’d better start being straight with me or I’m out of here.”
“The dungeon was a creation…” Bart paused and it dragged on for a few seconds as he stared at me.
“I’m hearing a but coming,” I replied, steeling myself for the inevitable truth.
“But the creatures weren’t. They were taken from their respective worlds, copied, and placed in a multitude of the same two level trial for you to partake in.” Before I could launch the plate of food at him, he continued rapidly, “It was decided to say it was a game to acclimatise you to the violence.”
“So Shinara actually existed? Bommy existed?”
“They still do, on their respective worlds. You fought simulacrums, copies, nothing more.”
“They were still flesh and blood, Bart. They were real.” I closed my eyes and laid my pounding head back. “You condemn us as a violent species worthy of death, then force us to prove our worth by committing acts of violence. Do you have any idea how hypocritical that sounds? You’re supposed to be an advanced race.” 
“The act of violence alone isn’t necessarily a bad thing. You’ve committed acts of violence on this world, and by doing so, you’ve helped thousands. If you’d joined the orcs, I might have a different perspective.”
“You guys are messed up in the head.” I groaned. “I’m tired of this. And don’t even get me started on how you can dare to judge us when you kill worlds.”
“One second,” he said, vanishing again. A second later he was back. “I’m allowed to explain a little about the decision.”
“Whoopee-fucking-doo!” I muttered.
Bart started to shuffle around, growing more tense at my attitude. “What if I were to tell you that your species didn’t just wage war against each other? What if I was to tell you that you are on the verge of unlocking space travel. Honest to goodness, galaxy jumping, space travel. And with that knowledge, you spread your hatred across the universe.”
“I’d say you’ve been watching too much Star Trek. Or would Star Wars be a better comparison?” I hummed the tune to Darth Vader’s “Imperial March” and Honey barked at me in annoyance. When Bart didn’t argue back, I opened my eyes and found him staring at me intently. “Are you serious?”
“The path you were on would lead you to genocides the likes of which is hard to comprehend,” he replied, absolutely certain in his words. 
“So you were going to genocide us to prevent us genociding others?”
“Eight billion against trillions? The calculation is a simple one, Mark.”
Fuck! I knew we were dicks, but even I was shocked at our bloodthirsty future. “So you’re a kind of cosmic doorman? Keeping out the riffraff by nuking their planets before they can kick off properly and glass another punter?”
“You could say that.”
I finished feeding Honey and she hopped across to curl up on my lap. All thirty-five kilos of her. I squawked when her paw caught me in the nuts and wrestled her into a more comfortable position for us both. Marco was content to lay his head across my arm, pinning it to the rest. “You’re angels then? Working for God, fighting against evil?”
“Not at all. It’s more akin to keeping a universal balance, but I can’t say any more. You wouldn’t…”
“Be able to comprehend. Ok, I got it. That still doesn’t tell me why I shouldn’t just run screaming from this place.” That was a lie. Now that I knew Sun, Astrid, and the others were actual people, my mind was already ninety percent made up. If I was being honest with myself, I think I’d always known. Sun’s fury during our first outing had been a sledgehammer to my protective wall of gamer detachment. I just didn’t want to accept it, because that meant if I failed, I was literally killing them. 
“When last we spoke, you were suffering from elevated stress levels.”
“Paging Dr Obvious!” I called in the small room, eliciting another gruff rebuke from my canine friend.
“Yes, well. What I was trying to explain earlier is that a certain faction within my vessel has been very clever, but I can see right through them. They petitioned to allow those who were breaking mentally to withdraw. That nearly wiped out participation as soon as the volunteers found out.”
“And I’m the chosen one, right? The last man standing. All of humanity is relying on me? That about it?”
“Not quite. There are one thousand, six hundred and eighteen of you left.”
I narrowed my eyes at him. “Out of how many?”
He looked around as if someone was watching him. Puffing out his skinny chest, I took the gesture to mean he didn’t care. “Six figures,” he answered.
I damn near dropped Honey off of my lap. Marco snorted in frustration as I disturbed his rest by lifting my arm to gesture wildly. “There were hundreds of thousands of us in here?” I blurted.
“We needed the numbers. The idea being that the humility you all learned while fighting against the odds in the worlds would trigger a golden age of peace and understanding when you succeeded. You would rise to be leaders, benign and caring. Having experienced such horrors, you would never again want them repeated.”
“For an advanced race, you have shit ideas about people,” I replied. 
“Perhaps, but you’re missing the bigger picture. What do you think happens when the number of participants reaches zero?”
I slipped a finger inside my cheek and pulled, creating a popping sound.
“Exactly. Earth becomes so much dust floating through the universe for eternity. I don’t want that to happen. I can see so much more in humanity than the other faction can. They believe that as soon as we pull the plug and allow you to go back to your world, the old hatreds will just return.”
“Bart, they’re probably right.”
He grew angry with me. “I don’t believe that! I’ve been inside your head. You want to help people.”
“Not animal abusers. I want to feed them to my rats.”
“Animal abusers don’t count.”
“Nor do rapists and paedophiles. They get fed to them too.”
“Ok, we’re getting off track here! I’m sorry that I’ve lied to you. I’m sorry that I’ve now put even greater pressure on you. I want humanity to live! Is that such a bad thing?”
“Have you seen our politicians?” I asked.
Bart coughed out a laugh. “Fair point. You may not be surprised to find out that only a handful of your leaders,” he said, emphasising the word with air quotes, “volunteered. They nearly all cowered away when the time came.”
I held my arms wide in a told you so gesture. “Don’t forget that even if we succeed, those fucknuggets are still in charge. They’ll try and claim the glory. What chance do we have when those pieces of shit still float on the top of our food chain?”
“Not much chance, but I’ll ensure they are flushed. You have my word.”
“Dead?” I asked.
“Demoted,” Bart countered. “I think you may be surprised how quickly they would be deposed anyway. Why would the people be grateful to cowards. They will turn to you, and people like you, for guidance.”
“I don’t want power! I’m a gamer who just wanted to have a beeping, coin jingling reminder of the better days.”
“It’s because you don’t want power that you are the perfect candidate for power. Or at least some kind of advisory role.”
“That doesn’t sound too bad,” I admitted. “I can ping an email out here and there.”
Bart noted my slowly relaxing posture and a hopeful expression replaced the brow-furrowed angst. “You’ll stay?”
“I don’t really have much choice, do I?”
“No!” He shook his head fiercely in denial. “I don’t want you to feel obligated. That way lies ruin. You must want to stay, as crazy as those words sound.”
I held up a hand to still his protests. “I do feel obligated, I can’t help that. But I do want to help too. I don’t know where it came from. I’ve always kept out of the way of fighting if I can avoid it. Let’s just say something’s clicked in my head. I have no doubt it may unclick itself in time, but for now you have a volunteer ready, willing, and able.”
Bart moved to the chair opposite me by the fire and slumped down with relief. “Thank you, Mark.”
Honey chuffed in agreement and licked my face. Marco was snoring. “Don’t be too excited, girl. It means I don’t get to spend as much time with you as I’d have liked.” I choked up as I thought of the lost months and years we might not have. But knowing the stakes, how could I justify my own selfish need to be with my friends when lives were at stake? Billions of lives.
Bart coughed politely. “About that.”
“What?”
He looked around again, and with another firm nod he turned back to me. “You aren’t losing any time with them at all. You’ll return to your bed only minutes after the moment you left it.”
“What?” I gasped. 
Before he could answer, the entire scene vanished and I was back in my cell, alone, sat on the cold stone floor. 
“Bart?” 
Nothing. 
“Hey, are you there?”
The only reply was from the prisoners. 
I knew what to do to get him back. “What if I wanted to quit?”
An option appeared in my vision. Would you like to leave the world? Yes/No.
Bart was nowhere to be seen. “I’m going to press it!”
I hovered my eyeline over the Yes, a blink away from ending the horror.
“Bart?”
I was still alone. Closing out the screen, I felt a knot of dread form in my gut. 
“Bart, are you ok?”
Shit. I’d felt isolated before. After losing my furry friends and my genocidal friend in such dramatic fashion, I felt truly alone. Abandoned. I tried not to think of what Bart was being subjected to for breaking the rules. He’d thought it was worth the sacrifice, at least. His own show of bravery lit a fire under my arse. 
“Bart, if you can hear me, I’m going to keep fighting!”
I stood, filled with a new purpose. My time with my dogs was assured. The fate of my people wasn’t. I strode from the dungeon, ready for war.
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Chapter 69

The Battle Of Pitchhollow


We’d woken to the distant thunder of marching feet and thumping drums. As much as we could, we forced down a breakfast that felt like swallowing lumps of fear. Despite Randulf pleading for me to remain within the keep, I was instead stood with him on the ramparts above the gatehouse. He waited at my side, clad in the finest armour. As much as I hated the attention, I knew our combined presence was a strong motivator for the soldiers around us. They carried themselves with pride. Their eyes blazed with anger at the trespassers who were burning their land to ashes. Sun was standing to my right, a fitting position as I was in turn stood at the marshal’s side.  
The elven shield glowed in my grip. 
The bastard sword in my left hand glimmered with emerald flecks from the imbued poison of Shinara’s gift. 
The twin-gripped hilt of Randulf’s greatsword pointed heavenward on his back, ready to be drawn. 
The daemon king’s warcleaver was held across Sun’s chest, the screaming faces in the heads no less awful in broad daylight. 
If we were going to die, the orcs would pay a heavy toll for their victory. 
A putrid shade of green pushed out through the beautiful forest, bringing shouts from the walls.
“They’re finally here,” growled Randulf, not a trace of fear in his voice. He actually smiled as the army trudged into the light, their numbers seemingly endless. 
The gigantic trolls lumbered from the trail mouth, their thick chains pulled by a hundred orcs apiece. They, in turn, dragged monstrously sized catapults, the wheels as tall as a man. Several of the creatures had injuries and weeping burns from the attack that Godbert and I had launched.
I met Randulf’s eyes after he noted the injuries. “He did good in the end,” said the marshal.
“He went out like a soldier. There would be a lot more to fight if we’d just executed him.”
Randulf nodded and returned his attention to the gathering army. Word travelled down the lines that the greenskins had appeared at our back too, but in fewer numbers. They were slipping the noose around our neck, ready to strangle us. Following up the rear were heavily laden wagons. The first were filled with boulders the size of small cars. 
“Fuck!” I muttered. They would batter the shit out of us and all we could do was weather their bombardment. The second line of wagons trundled into view and I almost punched the air with joy. “The idiots!” 
“Is that the target?” asked Randulf, eagerly. 
“That’s the one. Give it everything you have, Marshal!”
Randulf whistled and raised his arm to point at them. The spotters turned both their scorpions and the clay tubes we’d fired in the kiln the previous night in the direction of the wagons. 
“Fire at will!” roared the marshal. 
The heavy steel heads of the scorpion javelins had been wrapped in cloth and soaked in oil. The fire boys lit the dripping tips and then ran to the clay, holding the torch to the fuses hanging from the open ends. A ripple of snapping ropes accompanied the pulled triggers of the launchers as they fired a salvo of flaming projectiles. Pry bars were already drawing back the ratchet mechanisms with a click-click-click before the volley was halfway to the target. A troll shrieked in pain as two of the misaligned javelins buried themselves deeply in its arm and chest. It began to rampage, throwing the orcs holding the chains around like leaves in a gale. Their cries of shock were cut short as they broke against the ground with clangs of clashing armour.
“Again!” Randulf yelled as the first whistles began their own shrieking reply from the rocket launcher pods. 
My stolen ordnance from Zord’s camp had been stabilised for use and hissed and crackled as they spat from the tubes, leaving trails of grey smoke as they arced over the gathered forces. As they started to explode amongst the unprotected wagons, another volley of flaming spears lanced out over the field of battle to join them, their aim now true. What followed had us all shielding our eyes, as the entire supply of explosives carried by the goblins went up in flames. The first wagon blew the second, and the second the third, until the rising mushroom clouds of roiling fire raced away. Back down the trail it went, one deafening crack at a time, incinerating anything in the vicinity until the surrounding woodland was a raging inferno. 
“I can’t believe it worked,” I yelled to Randulf, struggling to be heard over the furious cries of the orcs and trolls.
The goblins, for all their supposed genius, had learned nothing from the attack on the camp and still kept all of their most valuable assets together. And now they burned, staining the sky dark with wood and flesh smoke. I was jubilant, giving the wanker sign to any important looking enemy that faced us. 
“Use the last rockets on the trolls,” I urged as wet rags on sticks were jammed into the open tubes, killing any remaining embers. 
The soldiers looked to Randulf, who nodded in agreement. I only wish I’d managed to steal more as our own fire rain crackled amongst the throng of massive monsters. At least another four of the dull-witted behemoths suffered direct hits, their grey skin scorched and the ragged hollows of detonation spewing torrents of blood onto the orcs below. 
I can only assume that the goblin leaders who had taken over after we had vapourised Zord thought we had more of the rockets, because a horn bellowed a mournful drone, signalling the attack to begin before they had fully moved into position. They wanted to close the gap and prevent us from hitting them indiscriminately.
The uninjured trolls were dragged to the stone wagons which had suffered some damage in the blasts. The creatures who had been hit by our rockets were lashing out wildly. The goblins shrieked their orders, and the errant beasts were aimed in our direction and released before they could kill any more of their orcish captors. 
“Scorpions on the trolls!” barked Randulf. 
I was no military expert, but even I could figure the rate of fire against their full on charge. They would be on us before two volleys could be shot. “Sun, use the axe!”
For a second she didn’t know what I was talking about, but then it clicked. I saw her eyes flicker as she read something out of my view. The dreadful weapon was raised and pointed at the ground a hundred yards beyond the drawbridge. The dried dirt crumbled as a small, purplish hole appeared. The point of summon grew wider and wider, turning into a vortex of madly swirling, malevolent light. A huge red arm punched through the skin, slamming down into the ground as it heaved the rest of the body behind it. I’d been expecting a magnificent, horned demon from the pits of hell ready to rock-battle Jack Black for a magical guitar pick. The bloated, two headed, lesion riddled monstrosity that flopped into being was as far from that image as I could’ve imagined. Standing as tall as the biggest of the trolls, the obese body gave way to huge, thick, powerful legs. It looked at Sun with two sets of dead, black eyes, while the fang-lined caverns which formed its mouths drooled a liquid equal parts blood and pus. 
“Kill!” she spat, and it turned away.
Two of the huge beasts changed direction and barrelled down on Sar’Ozan as he raised his claw tipped arms. They went down in a tangle of frenzied combat, shaking the very foundations of the garrison walls. 
The orcs in the rear were yelling at each other in terror at the arrival of Sun’s summon, but the battle-horn wailed its dirge, forcing them to join the fray. They became a tide of green, washing towards us.
“Look out!” yelled Ilfred as the first boulders blotted out the morning sky. 
Those that could, ran for their lives as the rocks tore through the palisade, turning it into kindling. Dozens screamed as they fell or were impaled by splinters as thick as my arm. The injured trolls who had ignored the demon reached the first layer of moat. I prayed for them to fall in and die, writhing in agony on the sharpened stakes. Instead, my heart sunk as they leaped over it in a single, furious bound. A second wave of stones rose into the air on a collision course for our defences. Ready for it this time, most of the men managed to predict the point of impact and fled in either direction. One of the hapless trolls near our wall got smashed in the back, pitching it into the water. The wave it created washed up and over us, in spite of our height.
“Scorpions! Fire on the trolls at the catapults! Cut them down!” ordered the marshal. “Crossbowmen, focus on the trolls at the wall!” 
Men leaned over and fired at the head and back of the creatures who were trying to wrestle bigger holes in the shattered walls. The sprouting flights of the bolts turned them into bellowing pincushions. 
I looked up in horror as Sar’Ozan emerged victorious from the fight. One of the trolls had been opened from groin to throat, the black entrails coiling like huge snakes as they unspooled, steaming in the morning air. The demon lord proudly raised the severed head of the second, which was mounted on the thick, jagged claws. Holding it aloft, the being screamed triumphantly and I had to cover my ears. The cry engendered such a feeling of vile loathing that I was hammered with images of my own suicide. Stilling the dreadful roar, Sar’Ozan launched the battered head at the approaching army, knocking the orcs aside like bowling pins. He tucked his head in and started to thunder towards them, halting their charge as if an invisible brick wall had sprung up in their path. The greenskins started to gibber and shriek, backing away in terror. 
“Go on!” I yelled. “Fuck ‘em up!”
My call went unheeded as the ground under the demon lord crumbled and other, more diabolical arms, reached up to drag him back to whatever realm held him prisoner. As one final gesture of hatred, he vomited a torrent of viscous bile over the front lines of retreating orcs. Before they could even scream in pain, they dissolved into a bubbling mire of seething filth, their flesh and armour turning liquescent. 
I’d hoped that the mere presence of such a foe would kill the bloodlust stone dead, but as the portal blinked out of existence, the orcs gained a renewed fury. A sizeable section of wall to my right crumbled as the horribly wounded troll succeeded in weakening the structure with the aid of another boulder. It climbed from the moat, sloshing water everywhere as it began to tear at the soldiers within. Two more massive rocks destroyed a pair of the scorpion positions, the men operating the equipment turned to a red mist. As dumb as the trolls were, the evil little figures running about their feet to direct them weren’t.
“We need to kill the trolls!” Randulf yelled.
Ilfred moved past us, positioning himself at the wall atop the gatehouse. Raising his arms to the sky, moisture swirled together, forming an undulating black cloud overhead. Flashes of electricity danced over the skin of the pulsing vapour. With an earth shaking rumble of thunder, the gathered energy started to lance down to the ground as if Zeus himself was directing the blinding bolts. The first troll hit was in the process of hoisting a boulder onto its shoulder, ready to load in the catapult. After the flash had dissipated, the beast stood as if paralysed, its boiled brains leaking through ruptured eyes and ears. The unsupported weight of the projectile caused the troll to crumple to the ground where it rolled away, crushing two dozen or more of the orcs. 
The elemental display continued, with fierce cracks tearing through the day, bringing the familiar taste of ozone with it. Ilfred held it as long as he could, cooking countless greenskins before he collapsed to his knees, exhausted. I pulled out a mana potion and offered it to him. “It’ll boost your reserves back up!” I shouted over the growing din of combat. With only a moment’s pause, he popped the stopper and necked the small vial’s contents. 
“What is this?” he demanded, thrilled by the rejuvenation.
“A little gift. Now burn the bastards!” 
Ilfred climbed to his feet, jaw set with purpose. I turned to look back at the brave soldiers who were attacking the fading troll with spears. It would swing an arm, hitting or missing, depending how fast the men were, only to have a handful dart in and jab at the exposed flank. Slowly, the monstrous hulk weakened, its blows less accurate as it gasped for breath. The Dawnstar men wasted no time, running in to finish it off with a flurry of thrusts, which saw it collapse to the ground, gurgling a final death rattle. 
Randulf pulled me down, just as another volley of bolts whined over our heads or chimed against the wall of shield bearers. They were getting far more frequent, and I chanced a look over the wall. I spied the orcs forming up their lines to keep us pinned down under the sheer weight of projectiles zipping past. Moving through their ranks were other parties of orcs carrying long, hastily tacked together crawling boards. Our crossbowmen tried their best to kill the advancing monsters, but for every orc killed, they replied by killing two of ours. It was unsustainable.
“Fall back to the streets!” Randulf ordered. “Form up at the barricades!” 
Ilfred tipped another bottle down his neck, preparing to call forth the storms. He looked at his hands, scowled, then turned to me. “Your tonic isn’t working now.”
“Fucking cooldown,” I snapped, dragging him behind us. I should’ve figured there was some limits to my abusing the glitch. Hopefully we could throw out hurricanes as we retreated.
Our efforts in expanding the stake trap were wasted. I saw the first makeshift bridges crash into place, giving a clear path to the second moat. Only in their frenzied haste did we manage to score a few kills as the orcs pushed each other aside to get across. More ladders were dragged over the platforms, ready to provide access to the palisade itself.
“Damn,” I hissed, turning to jog down the stairs. So many hours wasted. I should’ve thought of the fact they knew of the widened defences ahead of time. They were becoming masters at war.
The entire gatehouse structure shook as another of the trolls began beating against the portcullis with a battering ram formed of a full, branch-stripped tree. The defenders in the floor above upended their massive cauldrons, sending gallons of boiling hot water through the channels where it rained down on the poor creature. I jumped down the last few steps as it roared in pain. Catching sight of it through the slatted iron, I watched it dive into the surrounding moat in an effort to cool the searing pain. A sizeable group of greenskins thundered across the drawbridge, casting anxious glances up at the killing spouts. They couldn’t see the men who’d triggered the deluge as they climbed down to join our retreat. Their hesitant caution bought us valuable seconds. 
Men fell around me, clutching their backs in agony from the bolts, which were now directed further into the garrison. Their faint whispers harried us every step of the way, peppering the cobbles, which sparked and chimed. I did what I could, helping two stagger on as they hung from my arms. 
“Mark! Here!” called Randulf, preparing to move two wagons back into place. 
I almost lifted the men entirely from the ground and ran through to the temporary safety. The heavy wood crashed together and several of the soldiers hacked at the wheels with axes, crippling them.
We looked over to the shattered walls and the orcs pouring through.
Round one was lost. 
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Chapter 70

Round Two


We were all out of tricks as the battle lines formed at the three main thoroughfares that serviced the smaller side streets. The first wave of orcs scurried up onto the wall and started to fire down at our position. The loaded wagons and a sea of raised shields completely nullified their shots. Ilfred, though drained, managed to conjure some concentrated winds that battered at the archers, forcing them to cower against the tempest. Our own sharpshooters fired from the relatively safely of the small gaps in the shields. After losing several dozen warriors for absolutely nothing, a smaller goblin shrieked for them to get down and get stuck in or they would be skinned alive.  
“Try another,” I said to Ilfred, slipping another blue vial into his hand.
He downed the liquid and waited, sensing something I had no access to. A smile crept over his lips, followed by a slow nod. “I feel it.”
“Good man!”
Sun addressed our little group of huddled soldiers. “Don’t be afraid. I’m going to bring out a friend.”
“Not that awful thing with two heads?” asked one of the men, shuddering. 
I had to appreciate his reaction to the summoned demon lord. He was vile to behold, but by god, hadn’t he done some damage to their forces and morale. The orcs didn’t know that he was safely locked in the other realm for a full day before we could bring him forth again. 
“No, a pet of mine,” she replied, and Fen appeared between us in full battle gear. He had a new tag which marked him as adult. I snuck a look at my woefully underutilised companions and found them both waiting with their own tags. I currently had one companion support kit which would allow them to become a fully useful member of the team, but I was still reluctant to commit.
A few of the soldiers drew back in the shadows of our shield roof, but Randulf barked at them to hold fast.
“He’ll only hurt the orcs,” said Sun, “Worry not.”
“Isn’t it a bit tight in here for him?” I asked.
“Yes, but he’ll help absorb the first charge and tear them limb from limb. Let’s hope a few more doses of what we can do will have them running for the hills.”
I couldn’t fault her logic. If we could hurt them badly enough, the final straw of a demon-armour wearing warg may well break the camel’s back and have them in full retreat. With all of their gadgets and explosives out of commission, and the majority of their trolls injured or dead, it was now a straight up army versus army battle. I spied Sar’Ozan’s visage back in his crystal prison and almost pitied the orcs that would sate his bloodlust. 
I heard Randulf cough to clear his throat and he started to talk with passion as the opposing force formed up. “My countrymen. My friends. My brothers. Though we may fall today, there is no place on this beautiful land that I’d rather be than by your side in the coming battle. We finally stand united; human, barbarian, and Englander. Sunlith’s vast army already scours the southern shores of our foe. The orcs will fall like wheat to the scythe. When the war cries fade, and the flowers have turned to dust on our graves, Kherrash will prosper as it has never prospered before. New friendships have been formed that will carry us into a brighter future. Our families will go on. Our children will go on. Our memory will go on. In a hundred years, they will still sing songs of this day. They will raise toasts to our valour. When they wake in the morning with a splitting head, they will know the pain was because of what we did here today. Let the green bastards come! I welcome it!”
Sword pommels clashed against the underside of our shields as we cheered in agreement. 
Randulf ordered us away from the wagons and we maintained formation while shuffling backward, leaving a healthy, thirty foot kill zone. The horn changed its droning tune to three short bursts that signalled the attack. Thousands of orcs all across the inner wall of the garrison charged as one. Many tried to use the roofs as a way to reach us only to crash through the mud-caked thatch after we’d removed most of the trusses on the inside with axes.
“For Kherrash!” Randulf roared, leading our counter charge as the orcs jumped the wagons. Myself and Sun were first into the fray because of our enhanced abilities. Fen was stuck to my companion’s side like glue as they met the enemy together. She looped up the power on her cleaver before sweeping it in an arc that carved through a trio of orcs, their armour parting as easily as their flesh and bone. The riven sections of their bodies dropped quivering to the stone. I hacked and slashed in a frenzy of blows, the enchanted shield turning away the orc’s attacks. Fen was nearly immune as he savaged anything green he could sink his fangs into. Any panicked strike flashed from his plated armour with a few sparks, but most of the orcs were sensible enough to just try and stay away from his snapping jaws. The searing, demonic aura of his suit had the nearby orc’s skin hissing and bubbling, sapping at their health.
Seconds later, Randulf and the front lines joined us, pressing the orcs back into the wagons where we slaughtered their pinned forms. The second wave, who were trying to force their way over in support, were ran through with spears that lanced out from the men at our backs.
“Ilfred, can you burn the pack?” I yelled over my shoulder.
“It’s too small an area. The lightning does what it wants! I don’t want to hit you!” he called back.
“The bridge?” I shouted, running an orc through.
The sorcerer didn’t reply, but I saw the swirling power gather just beyond the gatehouse. The orcs were so tightly packed that their attempts to run only allowed the outermost soldiers to peel away before the crackling forks seared through their number, using the thick armour as a way to jump from body to body.
Our own fight was slowing as the bodies piled high.
“Pull back! Give them room!” Randulf barked, soaked in blood that drizzled from his armour in black rivulets.
I tossed out Shinara’s Snare, ensuring we had ample time and safety to retreat. The orcs were quick to cotton on that the white webbing would hold them fast, and filtered around it as best they could while their stuck kin thrashed and roared. We reformed at fifty feet, leaving the twitching pile of flesh where it lay against our barricade. The next wave came, uncaring of who they trampled in their state of terrified fury. I caught a glimpse of the reason why. The poisonous little goblin on the inside of the gatehouse was using the troll as his own personal enforcer. The towering beast would snatch up any retreating orc and tear them apart, letting the pieces drop to the street as a warning. It all but ensured there would be no chance of the orcs retreating any time soon.
“Sun! I need to kill that little fucker!” I snapped, pointing him out.
“There’s an army between you!” she argued.
My rat swarm was unable to reach their position, and I expected the troll would smoosh them flat in short order anyway. I had to make a decision, and quickly. The faces of the orcs as they fed themselves into our meat grinder were growing more frantic. I could sense their faltering thirst for the battle. One good push would have them running.
“I’ve got to try. If I fall, I’ll meet you at the wall once I’ve been respawned!” I shouted over the clash of steel and cries of the dying. 
To my relief, she didn’t beg me to stay and nodded instead. “Good luck!” She was a warrior through and through. 
There was no way past the crush of orcs that were pressing against our shield wall. I had one route, and it would leave me completely exposed. Pushing my way back, another soldier filled my vacated position and I sidestepped towards the stone walls of the homes protecting our flanks. As I neared my goal, another thought occurred to me and I turned back to the melee. “Randulf, if you can hear me, they might see what I’m going to do and copy it. Be ready for them!”
I didn’t receive any reply, but it was do or die now. Slipping into my silkweb armour while stashing my weapons, I climbed up onto the roof, mindful of the fact the rafters below were nothing but firewood; the straw one footstep away from plunging me into the home. We’d left the ridge timber that spanned the buildings in place to maintain the façade of a solid structure. Keeping low, I moved with ease along the entire length and jumped effortlessly to the next across the narrow alley. Three more rows separated me from my foe who was shrieking orders and laughing madly whenever an orc came apart with the sound of tearing meat. 
I jumped to the next.
Two.
The next.
One.
I could feel his heart stopping as I neared, ready to withdraw my blade. He was a boss according to his tab; Taklak the Troll-lover. That sounded wrong on so many levels.
I jumped, adopting my full gear-set mid-flight. The bastard sword was wound back, ready to split the goblin in two. My death plunge came to an abrupt halt when the troll snatched me out of the air. Its crushing grip kept my arms held aloft, unable to swing or do anything other than wave the sword around helplessly.
“You fink you was gonna kill me, eh?” The goblin sneered.
“I was hoping so, yeah,” I groaned under the increasing pressure.
The already evil visage darkened with a malicious grin. “Eat him, bit by little bit,” he ordered.
“Good idea!” I croaked, summoning my swarm. If I hadn’t been in such pain, I might’ve gaped in surprise at the size of the new tunnels that opened up beneath the goblin’s feet. Matriarchs poured out, followed by their brood of ratlings. I knew the level of the spell was ticking up with use, but I never imagined it would increase the nature of the summons themselves. Taklak went down with a squawk of surprise. The troll was completely oblivious to the growing infestation around its feet as it moved me closer to its mouth. My stomach reeled as I noticed the half rotten pieces of orc and human that were stuck between its massive teeth. An arm here, a foot there, and I was about to join them. I cast my fated skill, which was now an area of effect spell. Taklak’s partially dismembered form gave up the last of its life, as well as a dozen running orcs who were plunged into amber status, and the troll itself. The swirling cloud of crimson flowed into me, replacing the health lost to the compressive grip. My hope of being dropped in the moment of shock proved completely wrong, as the creature squeezed even tighter, shattering my ribs. I lost purchase on my sword as my fingers clutching it lost feeling. 
I heard Sun’s screams over the rush of building blood pressure in my head, but it all seemed so far away. I couldn’t think clearly through the pounding gong of each faltering heartbeat which assailed my senses. All I knew was that my health was dropping and I was about to be eaten. I thought of the potions in my inventory rather than the quickslot bar, and a trio of the glass vials fell from my insensate hand, smashing against my armour. Dark motes were swirling in my vision, pushing away the godawful sight of my soon to be killer’s mouth as it salivated. 
I closed my failing eyes, ready for the end, only to hear a deep, sniffing sound after a few moments had passed without my agonised consumption. The crushing pressure around my body eased slightly, allowing my addled mind to select a mix of three health potions which unbuckled my suit and healed my broken body. I cracked an eye, finding myself facing a grotty, snot streaked nostril instead. The troll moved me away from its head and looked at me with the beady little black eyes. 
“Huh?” 
It held me ever so gently in its palm and used a thick, broken skinned finger to rub at my belly.
“What the shit?” I blurted.
“It’s a girl!” yelled Sun.
I had no idea what that meant until a flash of memory of the potion’s tooltip came back to me; Stank breath for ten minutes. Troll females find this irresistible.
“Are you kidding me?” 
The troll cooed at me, smiling in its own way. I’d pulled some munters in my time, but this was ridiculous. 
“Don’t just sit there! Use her!” Sun cried.
I looked at my new girlfriend and then down at the press of green bodies which was forcing Randulf and our forces back. We’d lost the streets, and the only place to go was back to the keep. 
“Be ready to run!” I yelled and received a raised, blood soaked cleaver in reply. I turned back to the troll. “Look, babe, I know this isn’t going to last. For one thing, I don’t think I could ever please you. For another, your dental hygiene is bloody awful.”
She gurgled, patting me on the head to the point the vertebrae in my neck crunched painfully. 
“But while we’re a couple, do you think you might want to kill some orcs for me? They’ve treated you like shit and you don’t need to put up with it anymore. You’re a strong, independent woman. Let them hear you roar!”
She grunted out a couple of unintelligible words in reply. Bending down, Trollina picked up her tree mace and I snatched my dropped weapon with my mind along with the goblin loot. I ran up onto her shoulder, using the thick cracks in her skin for leverage. Taking a deep breath, I started to belt out Katy Perry as my significant other swung her monstrous weapon in an arc, mashing fifty orcs into one of the homes that also crumbled to rubble from the blow, burying the bodies. 
“Go on, sweetheart!” I yelled triumphantly, adding the chorus for full effect. “You’re gonna hear me roar!” 
The orcs at the rear turned to see what the commotion was, only to be caught with a backswing from Trollina which caused their bodies to explode from the brutal force. Greenskin parts rained down on their battling kin and the surrounding homes. 
It was enough. 
They broke off their attack and fled between her stamping legs which pancaked dozens more with sickening crunches, the erupting welters of blood soaking the dry ground. 
“Go!” I cried to my people as the last trickle of orcs slipped past us.
Randulf gave the order and the men ran for their lives, carrying anyone they could as they retreated. From my shoulder mounted vantage, I saw both of the other barricades falter and succumb to the mass of orc warriors which besieged them. My heart ached at the loss of life, but they had fought valiantly against impossible odds. Edric and Scab would be toasted around feasthalls forevermore. 
My time was running out, so I urged Trollina to hurry after my compatriots toward the keep. Lacking any real coordination, she crashed through many homes, heedless of the destruction. I’d seen the flights of several bolts protruding from the side of her neck, so I adjusted position and leaned into her filthy, wax coated ear. 
“I’m going to pull them out, ok? Like a splinter. I’m not trying to hurt you.”
If she understood she made no sign of it. Wrapping my free hand around the thin shaft, I twisted and yanked the first one out. When she didn’t immediately eat me, I repeated the process and removed all that were within reach. Small trails of blood oozed from the punctures, travelling between the hard, dry skin like floodwater through arid desert canyons. We reached the foot of the steps that led up into the fortress.
“Can you pop me down now?” I asked.
Trollina reached up and I hopped into her open palm, grabbing a thick finger for support. She gently lowered me and grunted out a few more nonsensical utterances, while rubbing at the site of the weeping wounds. 
“You’re welcome, babe. Why don’t you get out of here? Run and find a nice mountain to live in. Find a guy who will treat you right and have some troll babies?”
She laughed, or at least I think she did, and patted me on the head again, knocking me flat on my arse. Even more bizarrely, I think she blew me a kiss, then turned and smashed her way out through the garrison walls. I looked down at the trail of destruction as she made her way across the plains. At first, the goblin masters tried to bring her to heel, only to be crushed indiscriminately for their efforts. After a half dozen deaths, they just let her rumble on past into the trees which tore from the ground, spraying mud from the sundered roots.
“They heard you roar, girl,” I said proudly. 
“Mark! Stop dallying!” Sun yelled from the gatehouse above. 
Round two was lost, but our opponent had been bloodied. 
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Chapter 71

The Final Stand


What remained of our dwindling force was split between the keep’s ramparts above, and forming a solid wall of men and weapons beyond the lowered portcullis. A thousand men had been whittled down to less than seventy. The two remaining trolls had attempted to resume the bombardment, but the high vantage provided by the giant hillock thwarted their efforts. The boulders just thumped into the bank, rolled back down, or buried themselves in the earth. That had been a couple of hours ago. While we took a well-earned rest, the greenskin forces had taken over the garrison completely. 
I’d given Ilfred my entire supply of mana potions, and he used them to devastating effect from the roof of the keep. A mixture of hail, lightning, and tornados ripped through the town below, killing hundreds of the orcs. It still wasn’t enough, which shit all over my hope that their leadership would fail. They knew they had us, and that it was only the final mopping up that waited. Eventually, the spells ran dry, and the emerald taint left the damaged buildings to fill the streets. 
I had no idea why they hadn’t launched the final assault.
Randulf had disappeared briefly, returning with a selection of wine and goblets in a burlap sack. He poured out the drinks, speaking words of encouragement to the frightened men as they quenched battle-parched mouths. When we were satisfied, he tasked one of the squires to take the remainder to the roof.
Fen was sat on his haunches at our side, the most terrifying looking dog I’d ever seen. He panted at Sun, tongue lolling as she tore off hunks of meat from a leg that had been stashed in her pack from the larder earlier that day. The plated armour clinked as his squat tail wagged with pleasure. 
“Wine?” asked the marshal.
“Wine-not?” I punned, the effort wasted as everyone remained straight faced. Except for Sun who rubbed at her temple from an unseen pain. “Sorry, just nervous.”
“As are we all, Mark. I know we have lost many brothers, but think of how many of their warriors have fallen. Their back may not yet be broken, but we’ve at least cracked the bones in their spine. With enough effort, we can bend them double and break them for good. The sun may be setting on Pitchhollow, but I can already feel the heat of a better dawn breaking. Light will once again shine down on our land.”
“You keep up with these motivational speeches and I’m going to cry,” I replied. 
I looked around and I think the men had finally accepted the inevitability of their situation. The set in their jaws held a stoic pride, reinforced by Randulf’s unwavering devotion to the land. 
I’d been harsh on the marshal when we first met. My only real brushes with authority were the occasional investigations by police lodged by ejected punters who claimed I’d roughed them up. These inevitably came to nothing and I went on my way. The second was an arsehole boss in my first proper job as a checkout boy for a national retailer. He’d ridden me daily until my efforts in the gym slowly paid off and his casual bullying tapered down commensurate to my growing size. When I’d finally quit, I took him to one side and quietly explained that the only reason I hadn’t hurt him was because he wasn’t worth the charge. His power was an illusion, backed by an employment contract and my need for a steady income. Randulf’s power was very real, backed by an army and his unshakeable honour. I think as he stared at me, he was of a similar mind. Once again, I wondered if it was solely the reputation gains I’d achieved, or whether this was just a natural warming of two people from very different backgrounds towards each other. 
“We are blessed to have had you come into this war,” he said, placing a gauntlet on my shoulder and squeezing. “You’ve left a mark on the history of Kherrash.” His whiskered lip curled in a wry smile.
“Marshal, was that a bad pun to make me feel better about mine?” I asked.
“Yours was quite awful,” he confirmed with a chuckle.
“I’ll work harder on my routine,” I offered. 
Randulf turned to the rest of the warriors and raised his mug. “A toast, my brothers, to Mark of Brite’On, hero of Kherrash, and England. He has shown us what it means to be both humble and brave in the face of one’s enemies. It’s been an honour to fight at your side. To Mark!”
“To Mark!” the men chorused, sloshing wine all over each other. 
Fen barked in agreement, and everyone forgot what he was and laughed at his very canine behaviour.
“Thanks, guys,” I said, blushing and turning away from their praise. 
A deep wail of orc-horn argued against the point from outside and we all turned to the slatted steel. Randulf’s eyes blazed with fire. “Here they come, and here we make our stand!”
The goblets and mugs were tossed aside as we reformed our shield wall. 
Sun leaned in close and whispered, “If you can, you must fly from here. Head to the roof and take your eagle form.”
“No,” I replied, firmly.
Randulf overheard and shot us both a strange look before the thunder of plated boots drew his attention away. Our crossbowmen above unleashed hell on the greenskins who charged up the steps toward the keep. They would press on a few yards only to be cut down by a volley of bolts that triggered an avalanche of orcs and clanking armour. Ilfred added whatever wind he could to slow their ascent, but it wasn’t much. His power was spent.
From my position, I could see others moving to climb the sides of the hill after scurrying over their makeshift bridges. Such was its pitch that most who attempted the climb toppled over and went cartwheeling back to the moat below, their pained grunts cut off with a series of splashes. The smarter ones used their wiles and stabbed the ground with sword or dagger to provide a means of purchase. Their slow moving forms were sitting ducks as bolts cut the air with shrill whistles, burying deeply in their bodies. 
“Dare we hope to hold?” Randulf asked me.
Even I had to admit that I was growing increasingly optimistic as the minutes passed and the enemy numbers were whittled down. “Maybe?” I replied, unwilling to jinx us as each successive wave was repelled, turning an army into a growing stack of bodies.
Fen growled at our rear and I turned to see what had him riled. A face slipped from view and I questioned whether I had actually seen it at all. “Finneus?”
“What did you say?” asked Randulf, noticing my confusion.
“I could’ve sworn I just saw Finneus dodge out of view,” I replied.
“Impossible. He’s at the great wall with the cavalry.”
“I know…” I replied, hesitantly. Was this PTSD rearing its ugly head? My mind overwhelmed with horror, conjuring foes from my subconscious? I’d caught the briefest flash of something else as the phantom had vanished. “I’m just going to take a look. I’ll be right back.”
The men parted to let me through, their excitement bubbling with each successful volley from the crossbows. I, on the other hand, had an awful feeling growing in the pit of my stomach. Reaching the archway which I thought I’d seen my enemy dart down, the very real sound of retreating footsteps confirmed that I’d at least seen something. Ghosts or figments of imagination didn’t have physical weight to apply as they ran away. I raced after the echoing footfalls, down into the depths of the keep. The route was familiar and I once again began to question if I was mistaken. I reached the steps that led down to the dungeon; the place I waited was the only way up or down from them. Why would Finneus risk sneaking past the orcs to fight me when it was so perilous? He knew what I was capable of. Suicidal didn’t even come close to the crazy idea. I began to turn away, until a door crashed closed below, followed by the snick of a turning key. 
“Finneus?” I called. 
“Can you hear it, hero?” he replied, chuckling darkly. “The sound of your approaching death?”
I charged down, my sword at the ready. He grinned at me from behind the thick door leading to the cells. “What the fuck are you doing here?” I demanded. “If you want to fight, step out and face me! Or stop this bollocks and come and fight with me.”
“I don’t think so. I know your powers. Do you think I’m silly enough to face you on my own?”
“What do you mean?”
He shifted position, and I caught sight of something that turned my blood to ice. A green sash hung from his neck. “I’ve brought some friends with me. They’ll be here any moment now.”
“What have you done, you bastard?” I cried, slashing at the door. If I’d had Sun’s cleaver, I might’ve had more success in getting at him, but the thin blade did nothing but gouge splinters from the thick wood.
Finneus laughed at my efforts. “Secured a very safe future for myself is what I’ve done. I’m afraid you all have to die first, which is why I opened the way. Do you think I wouldn’t know about it? That I wouldn’t speak to Godbert while you were away and find out his secrets? It’s surprising what can be gained with some warm words and cheap ale. Thank you for teaching me that lesson by the way.”
Why hadn’t the condemned man told me about the visits? Because I hadn’t asked, I supposed. It probably just felt like an innocent confirmation of what I’d already gleaned from him. “You dirty wanker. I’ll kill you!”
“I’m afraid not. You’ll die, Mark. Along with the rest. Meanwhile, I’ll just stay in here for a while until the dust settles.” He picked up a discarded feather pillow. “Thank you for these too. Very thoughtful of you.” 
I wrestled with the door, but the lock was designed to keep dangerous people secure. Finneus jangled the keys teasingly at me from the other side. Despite knowing it wouldn’t work, I tried to pocket them. They remained firmly in his grasp. I tried to take the door, but it was part of the building and so off limits to my abilities. 
Finneus burst out laughing, thinking he’d won. My grinding teeth and simmering fury gave way to a smile of my own. My indecision was at an end. 
His mocking grin faltered. “What are you smiling about? You’re going to die while I listen.”
“You won’t be listening to anything,” I replied, activating my companion support kit and dropping Spidey directly behind the traitor. In adult form, he was even bigger than the webspinners I’d fought in the tutorial, the abdomen nearly brushing the roof of the passage. Finneus sensed my attention was no longer focussed on him, and he turned slowly. My arachnid companion was on him in an instant, sinking long, black fangs into his shoulder. The injected toxin paralysed Finneus before he could even utter a cry of shock. Dropping to the ground, his eyes met mine for a fleeting moment before Spidey began to cocoon his drooling body in wispy filaments of silky web. 
I backed up a few paces and dropped a pair of huge blocks I’d stolen from the wall against the door. I wanted nothing to disturb my new friend and his slowly digested meal. 
“Better than you deserved, you prick,” I muttered, very unpaladin-like. 
I raced back up the steps to find Randulf. He and the men were still at full readiness before the lowered portcullis. “We’ve been fucked!” I yelled. “Finneus opened the tunnel!”
Randulf whirled round and scanned the reception hall. “How? Where are they?” 
“They’ll be here soon. Some of us need to go and hold the entrance before they flood in and overwhelm us!” 
The tumult from outside grew in volume and I ran over to join the marshal and Sun. The constant stream of raining death trickled to a complete stop, allowing the charge to resume in full. Before I could put two and two together, a body crashed down onto the ground outside the gatehouse, staining the grey stone red. The ghastly wound to Ilfred’s spurting throat was not caused by the fall. 
I recoiled at my own thoughts that came unbidden. Upon seeing his body, I only lamented the loss of one of our most powerful weapons.
“They’ve taken the roof!” I blurted in horror as Ilfred fell still.
Randulf ordered our retreat and pushed through our ranks. “Follow me! We hold them in the war room!”
I jogged after him, my armour clattering. Much like the dungeon below, it only had one way in. No matter how many orcs there were, we could make them pay for every inch they gained. Partway to our destination, the blood-soaked butchers, who had already put our men to the sword on the ramparts, emerged from one of the side halls. I revelled in their shock at being the ones caught by surprise as we fell on them. My sword cut the first orc’s head clean off, ensuring the slack mouthed gape was permanent. I followed through with a piercing thrust that skewered the second in the gut. Shinara’s poison coursed through his body, sapping at the lifeforce.
“Leave him to suffer!” I roared as Sun and Randulf joined the fray. 
With men fighting all around, Sun opted for an overhead slash for safety. The orc held up his sword to parry the blow, only for the enchanted axe to cut cleanly through the protective blade, then his entire body before striking the ground with a flash like struck flints. The two separated sections of orc sagged, spilling the entirety of his innards all over the floor. Fen rampaged at her side, tearing at the lower legs and crippling his prey before ripping out their throats. Many fled from his burning aura, the stink of scorched orc flesh heavy in the air.
Randulf’s expertise with a blade came to the fore as he danced among the foe, batting aside their strikes with his shield while hacking and jabbing at the weak points in their armour. An unexpected slash raked across his back, cutting through the thinner armour and muscle beneath. I grabbed his arm and pulled him to safety while more soldiers dogpiled in, stabbing with their spears and driving the remaining greenskins back toward the roof. 
“Move!” groaned the marshal from my side as I dragged him on. “On me, men!”
Our heavily depleted force pressed on, finally reaching the twin doors of the war room. Seventy had become less than twenty.
“Seal the doors!” Randulf barked as I lowered him into a chair. 
The soldiers slammed them shut and started to gather furniture.
“Wait!” I cried, moving them aside. “Stand back!” I dropped the two remaining blocks from my inventory against the wood and kicked myself that I hadn’t taken more. The upper section of the doorway was still completely exposed. I’d created a middling obstacle for them to hop over once they had hacked through the doors, nothing more.
A crash to my rear made me whirl around. The men had tipped the massive table on its side in the middle of the room, creating a passably safe firing position. We only had three crossbows and a dozen quarrels among us, but each would be used to end an orc life as those chosen to wield them knelt and took aim. 
Even though the savage chants of approaching orcs were gathering outside, a remarkable calm settled over the room. We’d lost round three, and ultimately the battle, but when their reinforcements came up against the wall, our defenders had a much better chance of victory from our sacrifice.
“I guess this is it,” I said to Sun.
“This is a noble death,” she replied with an eager smile.
In my forgetful state, I’d not asked Bart about Sun’s party resurrection or lack thereof. Our companions were blessed with it, so I forced down my doubt and willed her life to have the same protection. 
I heard cursing from our rear and found one of the soldiers nursing a burned hand. Randulf and two others were wresting the huge steel grate from the fireplace, with the burning logs still merrily blazing away atop it.
“You’re going to burn them! Good idea.” I started to collect furniture to add to the doorway pyre until Randulf took my arm.
“Mark, you and Sunlith must leave.”
“But we can’t!” I replied. “My climbing skill can’t hold us both and I’m not flying away without her.”
If my bizarre outburst had any effect on the marshal, it didn’t show. He led me gently to the hearth and urged be to bend down and look up the chimney. As well as daylight high above, I saw a dark passage about ten feet up. “Is that…?”
“A secret secret tunnel, Mark. One only I have ever known about. It was to ensure my family could escape, but they are already out of the reach of the greenskins. Now, you will both use it.”
“Both? We can all use it!” I exclaimed.
“No, my friend. This is my home and I will not run from the fight.”
“But you have to! For fuck’s sake, stop this noble death bollocks and come with us!” I started to drag soldiers toward the opening. As soon as I let go, they returned to their posts.
“You don’t understand, Mark. Even if we were to follow, the orcs would know about the escape tunnel and kill us one by one. By making a stand here, our enemy will die by the dozen.”
“But…” I choked out.
“Hush, Mark. We go willingly to the next life, knowing that your arrival has ensured the continuation of our land. We will see our people again when the time comes. This isn’t goodbye, it’s a see you soon.”
Before I could begin to beg and plead, Sun collected Fen and pushed me into the fireplace.
Randulf smiled warmly. “Get out of my keep, commoner.”
“Up yours, you elitist prick,” I half laughed, half sobbed. 
The marshal burst out laughing and nodded at Sun who pulled me away. 
“Climb!” she ordered, pointing at the narrow depressions for our hands and feet. 
My armour protected me from the hot stone as we climbed quickly and ducked into the passage. I turned back to hear grunts from below and a resumption of the smoke flowing up the chimney. Fresh, damp air flowed past us from within the secret passage, aiding the draw. 
Before I could change my mind and jump down through the fire, Sun eased me away. “Come, Mark. Their stand will never be forgotten.”
I couldn’t reply through the lump that blocked my throat. Instead, I started to climb down the narrow staircase, using my night eyes to light the way for me. Tears shimmered in my vision for Ilfred, for Randulf, for Edric, all the brave souls whose final resting place would always be the lost garrison. 
The first faint thuds of axe against wood carried down to us. I hesitated for a moment, but Sun’s firm hand pushed me insistently on. 
The darkness hid my tears.
We had a war to win.
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Chapter 72

Counting Our Losses


The dank passage seemed to go on forever until we finally came across a trapdoor sat at the top of a small wooden ladder. My minimap showed the last of the enemies were far behind us, moving into Pitchhollow to sack anything of value. I gently eased up the hatch, having to push harder to tear free the roots of the nearby bush that had entwined themselves with the frame. We were in the woods to the east, roughly a mile from the garrison. I could still hear the faintest sounds of rampaging orcs and their vile cries of jubilation through the dense tree cover.  
“What now?” I asked, dejectedly.
“Now we find the nearest trail and make for the wall.”
When she made to move, I just stood there dumbly. 
“You’re not familiar with defeat, are you?” she asked.
“I…” My words faltered as I gave her point some thought. “Not really. Not like this. I’ve got a little place back in my world. Think of it as a tavern with games. It wasn’t doing well and I was about to lose it. I think in the back of my mind I’d always expected a miracle. A surge in customers or some other way to save my home. This…” I didn’t know how to articulate my thoughts.
“A defeat like this is stark. Brutal. It feels definitive, but it isn’t.”
“Really? It’s pretty definitive for Randulf and his men.”
“Such is the nature of conflict. War is two wolves fighting over a kill. They both worry and rip at the carcass in their anger, and in so doing, tear it apart. The carcass in question is Kherrash.”
“It sounds like there’s not going to be much left,” I replied.
“The losses on our side have ensured even greater losses on theirs. Far greater. I can feel the tide is turning in this war. Much will be lost, but the heart of this kingdom will still beat on.”
“I’m tired, Sun. I’m a nobody. I have brief spurts of energy when we do something amazing, but the death and horror…”
“A weapon is not forged overnight. You’ve been a warrior for a few weeks. I’ve been a warrior for twenty years, ever since I could walk on two legs and swing a stick. Allow the hammer of this war to mould you. Allow the quenching water of battle to temper you. Your fight has only just begun. The other worlds will test you just as harshly, if not worse.”
“I could just quit?”
She grew furious and clenched her fists. “That’s not who you are! Do not speak like that again or I’ll fight you!”
“Sun, have you ever considered you’re seeing something in me that just isn’t there?” I sighed.
“I see more than you know, Englander. Now walk before I put my boot up your arse. We’ve got a kingdom to save.”
I knew she was right and trudged after her through the thick layer of shed leaves, trying to shuck off my misery. When all was said and done, my achievements in this world had been pretty damned miraculous so far. I didn’t count the building of the wall in that. My overseers were the ones who felt we needed a bit of a nudge now and again. How that system would work on the demon world, or the machine world, or any of the other worlds for that matter, was a mystery. I hoped I could summon an invincible mech suit with infinite ammo to clomp around in.
My mind turned back to Randulf and the others. Yes, they were gone, but they would forever be remembered. What was it they said, something along the lines of legends never died as long as we kept them alive in our memories? Or was that general family members or pets? I wasn’t sure, but I wanted them alive-alive, not just as a fleeting shadow in my head that would fade with time. 
I stopped as I realised something that was both comforting and godawful at the same time. “Sun, are we friends?”
“Of course,” she replied without missing a beat. “Why?”
“No reason,” I said, continuing after her. 
I’d considered them all friends. Edric, Ilfred, even Randulf. We weren’t go-out-and-get-shitfaced type mates, but I still counted them as close. I think my attachment stemmed from the fact I hadn’t really had that type of connection with anyone before. In school I kept to myself. After school was done I kept to myself. In the gym I put headphones in and kept to myself. My whole life was one big attempt to keep people at arm’s length in case they let me down too. And by letting down, I meant abandoning entirely for no reason like my parents.
Quest – Survive the Assault on Pitchhollow Garrison (Main)
Description – The first wave of the greenskin horde is about to descend on the plucky defenders at Pitchollow. Fight for your lives! Fight for the survival of the Kherrash people! 
Reward – Paladin Skill Unlocked – Smite
I opened the spell tab and found it waiting for me. After popping my new skill in the quickslot, I read over the information.
Skill – Smite (Level 1)
Description – You call forth the judgement of the gods, striking an enemy with a column of divine power. Evil enemies will suffer double damage from the skill. (5 minute cooldown)
“Nice,” I said, bitterly, closing out the screen. 
It was better than nice. It was fricking amazing, but I just wasn’t in the right frame of mind to appreciate the gift. I would need to try and come to terms with the losses on the journey, because there were certain to be more before the war was done. At least Astrid and the others were out of reach of the greenskins. 
“Mark, we’ve got company!” Sun snapped, turning around and withdrawing her great-axe. 
Fen growled deeply, his haunches quivering in readiness to fight. I saw the dots converging from the west, and by their speed and maddened shrieks, it could only be a warg pack. We had no time to cut branches to use as spears. This would be a fight to the death between steel and claw. 
I slipped on all my gear and joined my companions. The forest came alive with the sounds of heavy panting and charging beasts. Instead of hitting us in a full frontal assault, the pack of a dozen riders spread out and encircled us. 
“Where ya going, softmeats?” giggled one of the goblins shrilly.
“Yeah, why didn’t ya stay and play?” asked another.
I readied my smite skill to deliver righteous fury onto the leader, but Fen darted forward and began barking furiously at the other wargs. I saw their heads cock quizzically as Fen snapped at them, speaking in their lupine tongue. The tension left the bodies of the encircling mounts.
“Sun, what’s happening?” I asked as the goblins shifted nervously in their saddles.
Fen barked once more, deep and authoritative. The entire pack started bucking and kicking, throwing off their cruel masters. Fen charged forward, tearing the goblin leader apart. The others, taking their cue from him did the same, littering the forest with black blood and goblin parts. 
Sun looked at me in shock as the wargs all gathered round, licking Fen’s muzzle, tucking their tails and crouching before him. Our companion moved out from their midst, marking the new territory with a round of quick squirts. 
“I guess he’s in charge now?” I asked.
“He’s an alpha,” Sun confirmed as the newly formed pack got to know each other. 
“Shall we disturb them? We kind of need to go.”
“No,” Sun replied, turning away toward the nearby trail. “He’ll find us.”
I carefully moved around the bodies, looting more of the volatile explosives and coins before joining her. We summoned Duke and Lady and climbed into their saddles. The other equine passengers in our pack would have to wait until we’d reached a distance safe enough to ensure no surprises. 
We galloped for a few miles until we felt secure enough to slow down to a walk. Fen had appeared out of nowhere on the trail ahead, his pack in tow. Barking at them, they slunk away and disappeared within the forest. 
As our horse regained their breath, I turned to Sun, “Can I ask you a question? It’s a bit personal.”
“Go ahead,” she replied.
“How did you deal with your defeats? You don’t have to answer if you don’t want to, of course.”
“I deal with them as everyone must deal with them, by moving on. I’ve grieved for my parents. I’ve grieved for the life I lost.”
“Yeah, but now all of that’s restored. They’re ok.”
“You’re not following. I’m thrilled that I have another chance, but it doesn’t alter the fact that I had already moved on. I shed my tears, I said my farewells, and I crushed their memory down deep so that it would only affect me when I chose to take it out again.”
“So you’re saying I just need to crush it down too?”
She turned to me and shook her head. “I’m telling you that I don’t have an answer for you. Only you can move past it. If that requires losing yourself in your cups for a week, then so be it. If you need to scream and shout and stomp your feet, go right ahead. If you need to kill things in revenge, you’ll have the opportunity soon enough. Your mind is your own, Mark. Inviolable. Sacred.”
“Inviolable? That’s a big word for a barbarian,” I teased.
“I might’ve been raised with wolves, but my father did read to me from our old texts.” She chuckled. “If I may be so bold, you don’t talk about your own parents much.”
“There’s nothing to talk about. I have no idea who they are or where they are. They could be dead for all I know.”
“I don’t understand,” she replied, sadly. 
“In our world, people can abandon their children. Organisations take them and put them with other abandoned children in places called orphanages.”
“We have orphans in this world. The children of those killed in battle or war often become the responsibility of the clan heads. They are cared for until they can reclaim their birth right.”
“That sounds cool. We just have institutionalised bullying and predation. A lot of bad people go into the jobs for the wrong reasons and want to hurt children. Abuse them.”
“That sounds terrible. Can your warriors not kill them? Anyone of that mind in our land is flayed alive.”
“I wish that were the case, Sun, but no. We seem to have a growing problem where the sick fucks are actually protected by our laws.”
“It sounds like you need new leaders and laws.”
“You’re not far wrong,” I replied. “If I keep my powers once I get home, I might start redressing the balance.”
“You would make a good warlord. I would follow you.”
I laughed, banishing the malaise that was settling over me. “I’d prefer to work with other clans like you do. That seems a good way of doing things.”
“It worked until someone selfish decided to take power for himself,” she muttered.
“Good point. That seems to sum up the entire history of my world. Hundreds of millions have died for it.”
“What is that number? I don’t know it.”
I did some quick maths, and probably got it completely wrong. “Imagine ten thousand warriors.”
“Ok,” she replied, seeing it in her mind.
“Now if you imagine each of those warriors is another ten thousand warriors. That’s a starting point.”
I saw the blank expression as she couldn’t even compute such a death toll. 
“Like I told you, we’re killers of the highest order.” And, according to Bart, we were close to adding a hell of a lot more zeros to that number. I thought of my fellow one thousand six hundred and eighteen volunteers. How many of those were of my mind? Were we all hoping to save the world, or had some considered my point about retaining powers and what they could achieve with them? I hoped the former. The last thing I needed was a battle royale when I returned to my own world. Knowing the nefarious machinations taking place amongst the aliens, I regretted even thinking it. I didn’t want to be a tribute, raising fingers and all that shit. I wanted to knock off a few abusers and retire to a massive plot of land that would allow me to adopt an unending family of dogs that no one wanted. It would be absolute pandemonium, and I smiled with delight at the image. 
“Care to share?” asked Sun.
“Basically your old life. I want a place of my own with dogs all around me.”
“That sounds like a nice place. Use that to get past the defeats. Look forward, not back.”
It was a sound plan. I trotted on, imagining them all diving into a doggy pool I had installed. 
Heaven on earth.
Before that, I had to fight through hell. Literally.
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Chapter 73

The Hammer Rises


I lay on my cot in the double tent I shared with Sun. Three days had passed since the fateful attack on Pitchhollow, and as much as I hoped for stragglers to find their way to our wall, the trail remained empty.  
Until today. 
The bells had rung piercingly along the wall at the first sign of greenskin movement. Their scout had quickly vanished, but the main bulk of the army was close behind. I’d taken to the skies an hour ago and spied the smoke of their fires a half day’s march away from my lofty vantage. Final preparations were being made on the wall for the coming siege. I was due in the command tent, but I stared at the canvas roof instead, summoning every ounce of will I had. This was the tipping point. We had to hold, no matter what. If we could break them on our walls, we could drive them back all the way to Whitespear Mountain. All that would remain would be for me to face Alwyn and Gutrender, and whatever forces lurked with them. 
“Piece of cake,” I muttered to myself, kicking my legs off the low bed. 
My HUD pinged with the inevitable quest.
Quest – Survive the Battle of the Great Wall (Main)
Description – The true army of Boglug Gutrender is now upon you. This will be decisive in the future of Kherrash and its people. You must not fail!
Reward – Paladin Skill Unlocked – Lay On Hands (Level 1)
It was exactly what I thought it would be as I opened up the ability tab.
Skill – Lay On Hands (Level 1)
Description – You summon the holy power of life and, through your blessed touch, you can heal wounds. Higher levels allow removal of debuff afflictions and increased healing power. (1 hour cooldown)
That would come in mighty handy in the worlds to come. 
I pictured Astrid’s charred corpse, the one thing I’d found that could instantly reignite my all-consuming hatred of the orcs and their masters. I’d saved one child, but thousands had filled the bellies of their army. Real children. Not pixels. I made it my mission to disembowel as many of the fuckers as I could. Suitably furious, I strode out into the light and an uncertain day. Navigating the tight maze of flapping canvas, I came to the tent and pushed through into Trystan’s new home. 
“Ah, Mark, good to see you!” he proclaimed. “I was going to ask Sun to come wake you.”
“I’m awake,” I replied, bluntly. “What’s the latest?”
“Straight to business, eh? Someone’s keen to get into the fight.”
I slumped into one of the chairs. “I wish that were the case.” 
“Well it’s coming, that’s for certain.” Even with the greater number of Gutrender’s main army nearing, the commander was chipper. “We’ve received word from several of the crows this morning. Milton and the barbarians have crushed the orcs on the south-western tip of Kherrash. Their pitiful attempts to cross the water and invade are as dead as they are. Ishalon is operational once again, and it seems a message arrived from a certain noble couple who send their love to a certain noble daughter.” Trystan beamed at Sun.
Her lip quivered and she left without word to process the news.
“She’s happy,” I explained to the confused commander. “Trust me.”
“I’m relieved. I’d hate to upset her. Anyway, back to the grand marshal. He and the combined forces of the barbarians and ogres are now pushing up towards Whitespear. Many castles stand in their way, but they hope the size of their army means they can leave the orcs sweating inside the fortresses and march on the mountain with full speed. That just leaves one loose end before we can tie the knot around the goblin’s throat. A small skirmish here. Today.”
The subordinates chuckled politely, including Thomas. He’d been overjoyed to see Sun and I trotting towards the towering defences. Our faces had told him that a celebration wasn’t on the cards. I’d taken a few cups with Cyril to keep my word from our first encounter, but it had been a modest affair where we reminisced about better times on Kherrash and toasted the fallen. 
I now remained inscrutable, mostly because my fear was rising again and I didn’t want it to show. It was all very well knowing that I would respawn, but the pain and growing dread about the price to pay were still a heavy burden to bear. I had an inkling of what it could be, and it was almost crippling.
Trystan noted my reticence and asked, “Mark, do you have any advice? You faced them at Pitchhollow.”
“Kill them dead. All the way dead. They’ll butcher every one of us given the chance. Don’t even think about trying to surrender. Throw yourself from the wall if it’s looking hopeless, because it’ll be a much nicer way to check out than the alternative.”
“I was hoping for some motivational words,” Trystan said, a little taken aback.
“Many of us will die. I won’t say we’re going to win. I’m not even going to think it, because the last time I did that, we got fucked over by one of the marshal’s own men.”
“Do you think Finneus got away?” asked the commander.
“Possibly.” I hadn’t told anyone about what transpired in the dungeon. All I knew was that I felt like a complete dick leaving Spidey to starve down there. The fact he hadn’t yet perished and returned to my pack told me two things; the orcs hadn’t opened the way and discovered the nest, and the traitor was going out slowly and painfully, as he should. I would return to that tomb as soon as possible if we won the day and pull him out. In the end, my eight legged friend had delivered a justice that I couldn’t match, and I owed him big time.
“Well this time there are no secret tunnels, just walls fifty feet thick and ten times as high! They will fall today, I can feel it.”
“I hope you’re right.”
“Mark, will you be joining me on the upper wall?” asked Trystan. “Your guidance would be welcome.”
“No, mate. I’ll be on the lower wall with the men.”
He looked horrified. “But if you should fall, what would it do to the morale of the men?”
“I’m not easy to kill,” I replied, stealing a line from Sun. “I want to cut them down by the hundred. I can’t do that from above.”
“As you will,” he said with a bow.
I left the tent, buoyed by Sun’s good news, but still feeling the frenzy of butterflies buzzing around in my gut. I’d hoped that my attitude would be hardened by now. That my nerves would fade. During my more idiotic phases in the world, I’d imagined myself like movie Leonidas, proudly striding toward battle in camera slowed badassery while a heavy riff beat away in the background. With the way my bladder was feeling, I’d be more likely to piss myself. 
I saw Sun’s shadow loom over me on the hard packed mud. Turning to her, I was greeted by a wistful smile. “I’m really happy for you.”
“I hope I didn’t offend the commander.”
“Not at all. I explained it was just something you had to work through in peace. Sometimes even good news can be overwhelming.”
“I hope to see them again once this is all over.”
“Don’t punch me in the danglies, but you know you’re free to go and see them right now, don’t you? I wouldn’t blame you.”
She growled at me and walked for the wall.
“Ok, honour and all that stuff. Understood. I won’t mention it again.”
“Good,” she grunted.
“How are you and Cuthwin getting on? You’ve been spending a lot of time together.”
She gave me a warning glare.
“Hey! I’m just interested in what my friends are up to. It’ll help take my mind off the coming battle.”
“Hmm,” she grumbled, seemingly unconvinced. “Ok, but if you mock me, I’ll hit you.”
“Why would I mock you when I’m happy for you?” I protested.
“Very well. Cuthwin and I have talked on five occasions,” she began as we reached the steps. 
“You’re keeping count? That’s not very romantic.”
“Do you want me to talk or not?” she snapped.
“Ok, ok, sorry.”
“We’ve talked on five occasions. We’ve tasted ale and wine together on three of those occasions. He’s… well, he’s pleasant to be around. I don’t feel bored in his presence.”
“You don’t want to punch him in the danglies?”
“Less frequently than I do you,” she replied.
“Well that’s a good sign, surely!”
“His family were farmers, but his father was a retired soldier. He had been training since a very young age, much like myself. I have sparred with him on two occasions. For a human, he is remarkably versatile in combat. It was still an easy win, but there was at least the glimmer of a challenge.”
“You didn’t hurt him too badly, did you?”
“Nothing that didn’t heal with one of our potions. I think he liked it.”
I didn’t want to say anything, but when I’d seen him on guard or walking the camp, he looked like he was floating on a cloud. I think the lad was smitten with her, and who could blame him.
“I let him taste my lips on one occasion too.”
“Wait!” I blurted, drawing her to a halt. “You kissed?”
“Yes. Once,” she replied, continuing upward.
“You can’t leave it at that! What happened? I want the gory details.”
“It wasn’t gory. It was… pleasant. He is very gentle.”
“Good. I was going to punch him in the danglies myself if he was mean to you.”
“He knows better. I’d cut him to pieces and bury them far from each other so he can never find peace in the afterlife.”
“Whoa! Ok, psycho. I think a quick headbutt might be better than dismemberment.”
Sun scoffed. “Hardly. What lesson does a broken nose provide?”
“A better one than having your arms and legs cut off. There’s no lesson if you’re in chunks.”
“We’ll agree to disagree,” she said as we reached the ramparts of the lower wall. The men around us gave us space, nervous about the final portion of our conversation. 
“Do you like him?” I asked.
“I do. If he can best me in combat, I may consider him for my husband.”
That was why he had been training all hours of the day and night. I’d seen him going at the training dummies like a Tasmanian devil. I couldn’t help myself as I laughed.
“What? You mock me?”
The soldiers took a further few paces back.
“No.” I chuckled. “I just feel sorry for the guy. He’s going to be single for life if he has to beat you.”
She looked at me with a smirk. “If he continues to fight well, I might accidentally trip at the wrong moment.”
“He needs to watch himself around you! You’re far too sneaky,” I warned.
“Perhaps,” she replied. “But it makes things interesting.”
“I don’t mean to sound like a dick, but what will your folks think about it? You know, a human and barbarian getting together.”
“I hadn’t even thought about it. We’ve only spent a short amount of time together, and we might all die today anyway.”
I noted the merest glimmer of fear in her eyes. Not for her own safety, but that of the lad who I think she actually liked more that she was letting on.
“Besides, my father knows I would only pick a suitable husband. He’s raised me well.”
“You can say that again,” I replied. 
Akin to the garrison, the thunder of beating drums began to echo within the walls of our canyon. Lines of orcs marched from the treeline. First hundreds, then thousands, all forming a wall from rock to rock that mirrored our own, only on a smaller, greener scale. A few scant trolls clomped into view from the trail, far fewer in number than had attacked us previously. Without their heavyweights, I’ll admit my heart started to soar with possibilities. The huge brutes formed up at the back lines as their explosive wagons moved into view. They had learned the lesson of Pitchhollow and kept them well spread out, but it was unnecessary. We didn’t have the oil to douse the scorpion tips anyway, and my provision of stolen rockets had all been used up in the previous battle. 
“What the hell is that?” I gasped when a procession of bizarre machines trundled into view with a steady chuffing much like an old steam train. The larger wagons were heavily reinforced with layers of rusting steel plate bolted to the wood. Each had a chimney in the back spewing black smoke, while all around were pressure pipes that hissed and spat white clouds of vapour. “They have engines. Holy shit.”
“Those are the machines I’ve heard about,” said Sun. 
Goblins chittered and yelled profanities while hanging from most of the machines. A dozen or so had a spiked roller that turned more slowly now that they were idling. When they had rumbled into view, the vicious looking weapon had been a blur. I tried to imagine how terrifying it must’ve been for soldiers with sword and spear to face what was in effect a tank-cum-spiked-steamroller. No wonder they had lost. Ten more looked like mobile artillery positions, their own version of our scorpions mounted atop the roof alongside the dark mouths of rocket tubes. It was the half dozen that didn’t have any visible activity except for the smoke from the hidden engine within, that had me worried. They were also more heavily reinforced than their counterparts. My sixth sense was tingling. Hell, it was screaming at me to realise the obvious. 
I grabbed my brain by the lapels and shook it, trying to free the nugget of information. 
My mind pointed to the wall I’d repaired a week ago. 
The blast within the passage which had precipitated Cyril filling them all in to prevent further mishaps.
The small volume of powder which had blown it wide open. 
The wagons, which could hide tonnes of the stuff out of view within the armour, regardless of how close it was to a naked flame. 
“Oh fuck!” I blurted as they let out a piercing toot and began to roll toward us.
“What?” asked Sun. 
“They’re suicide bombs!”
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Chapter 74

The Hammer Falls


“What are  bombers?” asked Sun.
“Big boom. Remember the way the wall came down before? That, but much bigger!” I ran back and forth, frantic but lacking any power to do anything. I’d expected them to hit our position as one, but they formed up into a straight line on the trail instead. “Oh no…” I groaned as they began their final run.
They were going for the layers of gates, hoping to punch a hole straight through us.
“Trystan!” I yelled. “Order everything to fire on those wagons or we’re fucked!”
He barked orders from high above and I heard the two central trebuchets begin their slow turn. I thanked our aliens that they had provided wheels, and I cursed them that they hadn’t allowed me to fit armour piercing minigun turrets or something with a little more kick. The first shots from the scorpions rebounded harmlessly from the angled armour. Our sorcerers began conjuring their most powerful spells, and I cursed our luck that the sole remaining fire mage beside Alwyn was with Milton. I watched as a fearsome looking black cloud formed over the battlefield, its volume growing as it drew in the moisture from the air around us. 
“Come on!” I urged as the crackling electricity began its dance. 
A fork flashed down, hitting the lead vehicle’s armour. Whether by chance or design, the massive discharge earthed itself and did nothing.
“Fuck!” 
To my right, a swirling tempest sucked up all the dust and loose debris, forming a cone fifty feet wide. The caster directed it at the column of death.
“Please,” I begged.
It’s shrieking fury passed over the low, heavily laden vehicles without achieving anything other than the patter of stone on metal. Another cloud formed, throwing hail the size of my head, which bounced harmlessly from the steel plating.
There was one thing left to try. “Sun, get your demon out! Order him to take them out if he can.”
She nodded and pointed the warcleaver directly in the wagon’s path. Sar’Ozan’s portal swirled into malevolent life, and the pestilent blob of red flesh climbed from the pits of hell. “Destroy them!” 
The twin headed monstrosity roared in reply, and charged at the lead vehicle. Smashing into the steel plating, the demon succeeded in knocking it over with a deafening crash.
“Now the others!” Sun yelled.
Sar’Ozan tucked his heads in and charged the next in line. A volley of goblin javelins punched into his body, slowing him down. Instead of shoulder charging it, Sun’s summon punched down through the steel with his massive claws. Something inside ruptured, at the same time as one of our trebuchet’s rocks shattered the undercarriage of the toppled machine. They both went off with concussive booms that shook the stone beneath my feet. Fire and debris rained down on the battlefield. The other pilots had seen the creature and swerved to avoid it. A third had been knocked over by the blast wave. Heavily wounded, Sar’Ozan fought on regardless, seeming to relish the pain. He went to attack its weak underbelly until Sun made him go after the fourth vehicle. More scorpion fired projectiles peppered the crimson back of the demon lord, eliciting a roar of inhuman rage. He bit down on the steel, tearing into the machine, triggering another hellish explosion that sent sheets of rock crumbling from the cliffs at our sides. Truly dead, the fallen body of the mighty creature disappeared into the newly opened portal. 
“Is he gone?” I asked Sun. 
The clear black crystal of her axe heads began to swirl as the demonic essence flowed back into it. She shook her head. “No. Cool… thingy?”
“Cooldown? Ok.” I was relieved that we still had the power on our side, but that did little when we still had two bomb trucks rumbling towards the gatehouse. The first would take out the lower wall, the second, our soaring inner wall. I just couldn’t take the chance that the debris would block its path. Countless soldiers would die before the attack had even begun. “Fuck this!”
I climbed up onto the ramparts, kicked my vertigo in the nuts, and jumped. I heard Sun cry my name as I fell. Crashing into the ground in a puff of dust, I climbed from my superhero crater and summoned Lady. Jumping onto her back, she didn’t even need urging to begin galloping at the approaching wagons. I knew what I was doing was probably suicide, but I had to stop them somehow. The walls were the only ace up our sleeve. In an open field, the enemy had the numbers, not to mention their blenders on wheels which would kill indiscriminately. We zigzagged across the flatland, dodging the massive arrows which thudded into the earth at our side. 
I’d assumed the goblins weren’t stupid enough to fire their rockets at me and risk endangering their explosive payloads. Boy, was I wrong. The sky lit up with little trails of black smoke that arced towards us. Though lacking accuracy, the sheer number of rockets in the air would blanket the whole area. I climbed up onto the saddle, my legs bent and ready. At the last moment, I leaped and put Lady in my pack. Hitting the ground at speed, I rolled forward as the crackle of small explosions erupted around me. The impact and shrapnel tore away half of my health, so I necked a stack of health potions, staggered to my feet, and resumed my headlong charge. In my periphery I noticed a pair of the shredders had been ordered to try and intercept me. As much as it killed me to put her at risk, I had to pull my loyal horse out once again, taking the opportunity while the rockets reloaded. 
Massive boulders started to crash near the approaching machines, the aim slightly askew. While the goblins weaved around to throw off the trebuchet crews, it bought me valuable seconds. Thundering towards the nearest vehicle, I repeated my saddle trick, this time landing atop the roof while my horse returned to safety. Scrabbling for purchase, I looked up to see the projectiles incoming. I tucked myself into a tight nook within the shielding and covered my ears. I expected to go up with the bomb, but the rockets detonated without triggering the explosives within. 
My ears were ringing painfully even after I’d covered them, but I could still hear the shrill, maniacal glee of the driver within. I tried my rat swarm, then groaned as their holes passed beneath the rear wheels and they ran straight up into the second vehicle. I won’t lie, I’d hoped they would appear in the cab below and eat the poisonous little fucker within, but those that weren’t squashed immediately scurried up the plating and did… absolutely nothing. Not even the matriarch fangs could get through the thick armour. I said a Hail Mary and called forth my smite skill. The clouds overhead parted as the beam of righteous energy lanced down and hit the roof of the vehicle. It punched through, and the goblin squealed in agony. I scuttled forward, and found the horribly burned greenskin just about holding on to life. 
“Hi!” I said, activating my holy shield while dropping one of the looted explosives into the cab. 
I felt nothing of the subsequent blast. What I did experience was a view of the rapidly dwindling ground as my glowing shell soared into the sky, with me firmly inside it. The trajectory I’d been launched had the effect of firing me back at the wall like a mortar round, the grey stone looming larger in my vision. I was well outside superhero landing range, and the orb would fail in a few seconds. 
“Oh shit!” I screamed, my vertigo returning the favour and toe-punting me in the balls. 
I activated eagle form under no illusion the transformation would complete in time. If I hadn’t been so terrified, I might’ve even laughed at the hundreds of gawping faces that watched my flying act from the defences. 
With practice came a faster transition, and I was about eighty percent of the way to my avian body when I fluttered what I had of wings, slowing myself slightly. The stunned men provided me a softer landing than the stone that waited below their feet, but it still hurt like hell. If it wasn’t for their armour, I might’ve killed several of them, but instead, we just collapsed in a heap. I popped a new health potion to counteract the damage and reversed the transformation. At least two of the soldiers vomited at the grotesque sight of my metamorphosis. It felt like a beautiful transition between species while I was going through it. Watching a half bird, half human, gurgle and thrash as the bones and flesh reformed was probably a different matter. They helped me up when I was fully changed back to Mark, averting their eyes from my modesty. 
“It’s the cold!” I protested before equipping my armour set again.
Moving to the ramparts, my heart sunk as I saw the final wagon nearing the gatehouse. 
“Run!” I screamed so loudly that I felt something come close to tearing in my throat. 
I dodged through the soldiers to the access steps and took them three at a time as the vehicle chuntered out of view into the passage. 
A few brave souls had stayed atop the portcullis housing. The steam of the poured water plumed out through the archway. Whether it was the scalding water streaming between the plated steel, or the fact that it had nowhere else to go now that it had hit the gate, the suicide wagon detonated. The thick wall expanded upwards like it was taking in a breath. Roaring from the passage was a dragon’s breath of flame that punched up through the joints of the blocks, sending them flying into the sky. The concentrated wave of energy hammered back through the smoke of the other fires, wiping the air clean. I stumbled as the stone beneath my feet shook wildly and just stopped myself from smashing my face to a pulp on the turn into the next flight of steps. 
I heard the crashes of impacting stone and the cries of men hit. Passing the next turn, I was expecting to see the inner wall crumble into the crater which had just been formed. Though a sizeable section of the lower wall was gone, the big brother behind it stayed resolute, if not a little cracked from the blast. I reached the bottom and passed bloodied men being helped toward the stairs. 
Sun was waiting for me as I drew in ragged breaths that were only partly due to my run. “I should hit you.”
“I’ve been hit enough,” I croaked. “It bloody hurt landing on top of the wall.”
“You’re lucky you landed on our side,” she countered and I had no reply to that.
“Men! Form up at the gate!” Trystan ordered from high above. 
I gently pushed through to the curved section of smoking rubble, passing two trebuchets that had been damaged to the point of being inoperable. Fen had been summoned and cleared a nice path for us to spread out. I was now kitted in my full battle gear, ready for the coming charge. They would have a difficult time climbing the rubble, which would aid in slowing them down.
“Incoming fire!” came the commander’s cry. 
The missile wagons fired their scorpions, completely wasting the ammunition. They couldn’t hit us as long as we stayed low. A few hit the merlons, chipping the stone and whirling away with a shrill whine. The rockets were another matter. 
“Shields up!” I cried unnecessarily as our umbrella of steel was lifted. We shuffled close together, interlocking our shields. 
Individually, the projectiles were similar to the more expensive fireworks back on Earth. Only you didn’t have little chips of iron added as shrapnel when buying a thirty quid box set from Asda. They landed atop our barrier, causing people to stumble and cry out when slivers of metal made it through and embedded in flesh. Our own scorpions from above returned fire, cutting a good number of the goblins down. A lucky hit from a trebuchet boulder smashed the launcher tube of one to pieces as it was in the process of firing, triggering a chain reaction of explosions that culminated in the entire machine becoming a raging fireball that went in two full circles before dying completely. 
Another of our scorpion bolts pierced a weaker section of armour on another, and whatever reservoir of superheated water was situated below. I’d seen a Mythbusters episode where they showed a water tank blowing, and this was even more incredible. With the contained pressure dropping to that of the surrounding atmosphere, the liquid held within flash steamed. A thousand litres of water became one hundred and sixty thousand litres of steam in the time it took to click a finger. For a split second, it looked like a vast cloud had fallen from the sky and settled onto the battlefield. The moisture dissipated and wind blew it away in short order, leaving the twisted chassis and a dozen boiled goblins lying dead on the ground. 
I peeked from our position and tried to use smite again, but the range of the spell wouldn’t reach the vehicles. “We’re just going to have to weather it!” I shouted as the next shrieking missiles zoomed down toward us. “Hold fast!”
They crashed into our position, killing few but wounding many. I had a decent chunk of potions available, but I just couldn’t heal everyone with them. That had to fall to the battlefield surgeons who waited behind the wall with strong alcohol, pliers, and hacksaws. 
Four more volleys saw the wagons pull back to the main lines. 
I saw what the orcs were doing and groaned. “Here they come.”
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Chapter 75

The Hammer Strikes


Unseen to me, even when the killdozers had been in pursuit, were the holding tubes at the back. One by one, the trolls hefted massive ladders from the treeline and slotted them into place at the wagon’s rear. The infernal machines held two a piece, and the frenzied warriors wasted no time in scaling the wobbly constructions. When they had become fully populated, the horn blared, triggering the wagons to attack. Our trebuchets waited until they were in range before firing. The first volley missed, but it caused a panic response in one of the drivers who swerved. The top heavy weight of the ladders caused them to lean drastically, until the thick timber of its base snapped with a sound like gunshots. The orcs screamed in fear as they plunged to their deaths from the highest point, which would reach our wall when they finally hit. The same warhorn blared twice more in quick succession, I assumed to warn the idiots at the wheel to hold course.  
“Finally, a real fight,” said Sun.
“The fight of our lives,” I agreed. “And I thought Pitchhollow was bad.”
“Pitchhollow was but a taste.”
“Is this like the ogre sieges you went through?” I asked, trying to distract myself from the massive force approaching. 
“Similar. Now prepare yourself!”
A dozen or more monstrous ladders approached, with a hundred orcs clinging on apiece. The field to their rear was a sea of green skin and black armour. 
The wagons trundled past the field of fire of our scorpions who’d only managed to tear a few of the orcs from the wooden rungs. They lay dead on the ground, pinned like insects on an entomologists board by the huge javelins. Our trebuchets managed one last salvo which all missed because of the growing panic among the crews. Their payload smashed down amidst the slowly advancing army that followed the dozers, killing dozens. 
“We should move and hold the walls,” urged Sun. “Leave the gatehouse to the others.”
“I’m right behind you!” 
We moved from the bank of rubble into the path of one of the vehicles. The armour clad orcs were hollering with excitement at the meal to come. Fen growled low in his throat, preparing to tear the enemy limb from limb. Sun urged the soldiers to stand back and find another place to hold. We needed as much space as possible to let loose. 
“You’s dead, softmeat!” roared one of the orcs atop the ladder closing in on us.
I cast smite on the ground, and the laser-like beam of energy cut through the rungs as the wagon trundled on. With nothing to hold the ladder frame together, the two uprights swung loose and collapsed, dropping the orc who’d taunted me to die on the spiked roller below. His body turned into a black and green paste along with a handful of his kin. Others broke on the armoured shell, their muscled bodies tearing apart from the glancing impacts. There was no compassion among the greenskins as they trod their dead and injured underfoot. If any doubt remained about their evil nature, the crunch of bones carrying over the rumble of the wagon’s engines banished it. 
Out in the field, the sorcerers once again conjured their spells. This time, the million volt forks fried the unprotected army in massive numbers. Crackling electricity arced between the warrior’s bodies. The cyclone picked up the dust from the field, and also the thrashing figures of the orcs which wailed in the tumult before being thrown like twigs as the cone’s maximum range was reached and its power ebbed away. The renewed frenzy of hail crushed helmets and the skulls beneath, broke arms, and generally triggered terror among the enemy. I’d hoped the show of magical prowess would have them running, but then I remembered Alwyn was advising Gutrender, so she was bound to have explained the limited nature of their casting ability. 
Those that could, gathered themselves and reformed into the main bulk of the army. I was reminded of a childhood game I’d played by myself at the seaside called grenades. I’d throw the biggest stones I could find at the rolling waves to blow them up. My rocks would splash into the water, and be instantly swallowed, having achieved nothing. That was how I felt as the orcs refilled any gaps in their line. 
“Give them hell!” Sun roared at my side as the steam wagons rumbled the final few feet.
The wicked rollers screeched as they started to grind against the base of the wall. Ladders thudded into the ramparts up and down the defences, and the poised orcs jumped at us. Sun cleaved the first in two, dodging the welter of blood that followed. I laughed at the stunned expression on the halved orc’s face as it fell past me. All that way, just to die before his feet even touched our wall. Well, his feet did technically touch the stone, they just weren’t attached to his upper body at the time. 
Fen went berserk, stabbing with his head at the next group who jumped down. I had to give the pup credit for learning the value of a good impalement at the hands of his demon horns. While they clutched at their perforated guts, he tore out throats or crushed heads, helmet and all, within his massive jaws. Many tried to climb back down when the burning aura started to blister their skin, but there was only one way to go; straight into our blades.
I moved right up against the merlons, hacking down at anything stupid enough to put a head or limb into view. The vile arachnid taint was so infectious, even a graze to an outstretched hand was enough to have my enemy spasming as the paralysis took hold. They plunged, carrying their poison down while knocking loose anyone who didn’t have a firm grip on the ladder. 
All along the wall, the orc forces were streaming up and over in their hundreds. Our soldiers were doing a valiant job of keeping them pressed against the merlons, but each death on our side lost us another foot of ground.
The remaining trolls beelined for the breach in the wall. The loose rubble wasn’t as much of a hindrance to their bigger frames, and they only took minimal shots from the crossbows above before they were rampaging amongst the Dawnstar men. I had no time to drink a health potion and attempt to seduce the troll. I realised I still had no idea how to identify the gender of the creatures anyway. I’d just as likely climb onto its shoulder and find it answered to the name Frank and my come-on would be rebuked with a quick chew and swallow. 
“Stay back!” I yelled at the soldiers surrounding the monstrous beast, summoning my matriarch swarm which had just come off cooldown. 
The rodent army scurried up the body of the creature, biting where it could. The hide was tougher than an elephant’s, but they inflicted little bits of damage here and there that accumulated to a sizeable chunk of its overall health. It batted at my minions, killing many, but not before it staggered back in fear. Missing its footing, a section of loose stone gave way, pitching the troll over the edge where it tumbled down the rubble, squealing shrilly. Any orcs mid-climb were crushed to death by the falling troll which gradually lost even more life on the devastating descent. It was down, but not out, so I finished it off with a concentrated, single target fated. I heard the gurgle of its last breath carry up to us and the thud as it finally collapsed. 
Its brother was rampaging, smashing my friends aside with its monstrous club. I cast smite on it, hoping to have the dumb beast fall back as the pain overwhelmed its senses. The holy light lit up its head, burning the bare scalp horribly. Instead of falling, it tossed the tree and used its arms like a shield to absorb the energy. Black blood burst from the scorched flesh, boiling away in a vile smoke that smelled like someone set light to a baby’s nappy soaked in turpentine. If anything, my spell drove it to greater feats of destruction and my gut clenched with each death.
“You killed one!” Sun smacked me in the back with the flat of her blade. “Stay focused!”
My distraction had allowed the orcs to gain a foothold which pushed me away from the battlements. I wasn’t in imminent danger of death, but I was fucking furious. I activated holy shield and used the orb like a live wire, charging forward and blasting the orcs out of my way. Standing before the wall, I summoned a handful of the goblin explosives on the other side. They fell, exploding as soon as they hit the dozer below. The ladders pitched sideways as the vehicle holding them blew to pieces. 
Sun grabbed me by the shoulder. “We need to fall back to the steps!” 
“We’re holding!” I yelled back, slipping on the growing pile of gore. “What’s the problem?”
“No one else is!” she snapped, directing my head. 
The fallen gatehouse now had orcs climbing up unchallenged. At either side of us, the Dawnstar soldiers were falling to the onslaught. Only our little enclave was still offering much resistance. Thousands of orcs were now on the lower tier. I lobbed Shinara’s Snare overarm toward the shattered rubble of the gatehouse. It blanketed a decent portion of the debris, slowing down the orc’s ascent and buying time for our soldiers to run.
Trystan’s horn sounded from above. Seeing the futility in wasting men for nothing, he’d ordered a retreat to our next line. 
“Move! Before we’re surrounded!” 
It was the plan all along, but I still hated to yield our position to the green filth. I stowed my sword and shield, using my free hands to grab two injured soldiers. Sun did the same, and we shuffled backwards towards the steps. 
“We’ll hold, just get them out of here!” I barked at the waiting men. 
They took our burdens and started to ferry them up the soaring staircase. I leaned out over the low wall of the stairs to see the soldiers were all pulling back and reforming. 
Trystan’s generals yelled down warnings about our exposed flank and to assign scorpion watchers. It was fortuitous timing, because I looked to the horizon and saw the dark speck of a javelin in flight. Pulling Sun down, I winced at the sharp clang that reverberated overhead. Standing back up, my helmet clunked on the embedded projectile. I made to tear it free until Sun stopped me.
“It’s a good barrier. They’ll have to work around it.”
And they did. Now that the lower wall was theirs, the orcs started to attack the staircases in waves. They ducked and jumped the thick pole sticking out, straight into our fury. Fen did his best, but attacking downward with heavy armour and hairy paws was proving impossible so Sun slipped him away. 
I heard strained grunts as teams of orcs started working at the outer wall. More ladders were roped and dragged up from below, ready to reach the upper level. I was still awestruck by their massive height.
My shield was like a drum at a reggae concert, the steady beat of metal on metal like the rhythm of a steelpan drum. My sword flashed, severing limbs and heads. I dished out more poison than an angry diamondback. Or was that venom? Not sure. Suffice it to say, we lost only the first rise of steps, while others were failing, the orcs halfway to the top. I did my best to ignore the screams of men as they were hacked apart or tossed from their position to die at the hands of the creatures below. 
The volley of incoming missiles gradually tapered to nothing as our expert marksmen on top of the wall picked off the exposed goblins with their own scorpion bolts. A sizeable group of orcs were digging at the rubble to try and reach the inner sanctum via the explosive breach. I laughed and wished them well in trying to move hundreds of tonnes of stone and earth while the younger soldiers pelted them with rocks from above. 
A nearby ladder was braced and ready to lift. I tossed one of the goblin explosives, killing the small group who had it anchored. Now unsupported, the massive weight saw it crash down, flipping over end as it fell back out into the battlefield, crushing countless enemies. One at my back was lifted into place, the thud of the two great trunks hitting the ramparts above  drawing my attention. After waiting for the madly scrabbling orcs to reach the top, I let loose my smite. The small group I hit with the searing beam dropped, their burning bodies smashing companions and rungs as they fell. With so much weight on the damaged ladder, the remaining footholds snapped, pitching everyone down onto the unforgiving stone. 
Even with my enhanced constitution, I started to flag. Sun’s own arms must’ve been screaming with lactic acid with how wildly she swung the warcleaver. 
“Mark, Sun, fall back!” I heard Thomas’s cry. 
He forced his way through the men, urging them to follow. I made to argue, feeling I had to fight, no matter what.
“Take a break! Grab a drink and then rejoin the fight!” he ordered, spearing an orc through the throat which was almost on us. 
“Ok,” I replied, breathlessly. 
Sun followed, however reluctantly. 
“Is this normal?” I asked as we reached the top. Ladders had docked and the melee had been joined. Dawnstar men surrounded the source of the climbers, putting them down swiftly. It was so bizarre to me that large groups were stood around doing little, if anything, when hell was raging all around us.
“Is what normal?” Sun replied.
A fearful looking page gave us each a mug of water as men streamed past us to join the fray. Or more likely join the long queue doing absolutely nothing at the back of the fighting.
“Leaving the battle for a rest.”
“In smaller fights? No. When five thousand face fifty thousand? Yes. As strong as we are, we’re only two people.”
“Do you really think there are fifty thousand?” I gasped, moving back to the wall to look out. The field was slowly emptying of anything other than corpses, the smouldering vehicles,  and the useless warg packs. I had no doubt they could clamber up the rubble with relative safety if they wanted to, but they would just go nuts amongst the fighting and get in the way. 
“Maybe more,” she added.
Trystan forced his way through to us. “You fought like wild dogs. I’m in awe.”
“We need to get back to it,” I said, ignoring his praise. 
“Take your time. Gather yourselves,” Trystan urged. “These men are bred for war too. Let them sate their rage on the greenskins. They have lost much.”
I caught sight of long poles waving in the air further down the wall. “What’s that?”
“Our answer to their ladders,” Trystan replied. 
The nearest crush of fighting men disengaged from the battle at the wall, allowing the massive lances to be lowered into place. My vertigo took off its hat and placed it on its chest, mourning the soon to be fallen. Literally fallen. Any available arm was brought to bear, and the men roared with exertion as they pushed at the fully laden ladder. I gave the doomed orcs a merry little wave as their tusked mouths started to gibber and wail at the inevitability of their fate.
The empty ladder from below had been impressive enough as it toppled. This one was infested with orcs and all the more jaw dropping as it fell. The filth at the top, whom I’d mocked, literally exploded when they hit the hard ground outside the lower tier of our defences. As it pivoted over the ramparts, the poor fools at the bottom became missiles from the catapult-like effect. They resembled armoured green projectiles, with one even managed to kill a warg rider before it smeared itself across the dirt. 
I felt something brush against my leg and I watched as Fen padded to the open staircase. He looked around at the creatures below, panting heavily. 
“I let him out for a drink, but he’s upset,” said Sun. “I can read it in his body.”
“What’s he upset about?” I asked, finishing off the second mug of water in a single gulp that bloody hurt as it went down awkwardly.
“His kin,” she replied, sadly.
Fen suddenly arched his back and howled. I thought the horns had been loud, but his deep, forlorn cry carried over the trees and cliffs for miles. 
“What the shit?” I gasped as the entire pack of wargs outside stopped running and looked up. 
I had no idea what Fen’s yips and barks meant, but I had the impression he was giving a powerful oration like Martin Luther King, or Gandhi. I think the goblins sensed it too as they started to beat at their furry slaves with whip and boot. Bursting from the forest came Fen’s pack. They ignored the huddle of goblin commanders who were yelling impotently from the treeline, making for their fellow wolves instead. I expected a secondary battle of frenzied teeth, but what I got instead had me punching the air and cheering. They leapt, tearing the little green bastards from the saddles. It was as if a primal switch had been flicked in the remaining warg’s heads as they joined the rebellion, savaging anything without fur. In less than a minute, a fearsome pack of prowling monsters with brutal masters had become an obedient group who stared up at Fen with blood-soaked muzzles. 
“Well, I’ll be damned,” I muttered.
“What should I do?” asked Sun.
“If they’re under Fen’s control, maybe have them kill those fuckers?” I asked, pointing at the gaggle of leaders who were backing towards the forest.
Sun’s lips curled into a smile. “Fen?”
The warg looked up at her, his head cocked.
“Kill them,” she said, pointing out the enemy as I had.
He let out an excited howl that went on for long seconds. The pack on the battlefield turned as one and yipped their own glee as they charged for the now fully retreating goblins. Their fate was lost to the shadows of the trees, but not their screams of pain. A sizeable chunk of the gathered forces waiting at the foot of the lower wall broke off to attack the wargs. 
“Why won’t they just break?” I moaned. It was in their weaknesses for fuck’s sake!
“Insanity?” suggested Sun.
“They’re evil, but they’re not suicidal.” I thought with the leadership’s head metaphorically cut off they might have second thoughts. 
The wargs lined up, tiny from the distance. The poor things looked to be outnumbered a hundred to one. A horn blew from within the forest, and I died a little inside. “They’re surrounded. Sun, get Fen to make them run. Anywhere they can.”
“Not so fast,” said Trystan with a fierce glint in his eye. He lifted up his own horn and blew three times in quick succession. 
Figures emerged from the treeline, hundreds of them. I was about to make some comment about it being too late for Fen’s pack, until I noticed the glint of Dawnstar armour on the riders and horses that moved into the light. Four deep and a half mile across from flank to flank, the cavalry lined up alongside the wargs who paid the skittish horses no mind. 
“Oh my god!” I choked out. After Finneus’s betrayal, I hadn’t even given any thought to what became of his men. Now here they were, and it was the orcs that were about to get taught a lesson in pain. The group that had given chase to the wolves ground to a halt at the sight.
“For Kherrash!” Trystan roared, blowing the horn again. 
The horses reared up and charged, closely followed by the wargs, who seemed to understand what was happening. I got the most bizarre tingle in my nuts, knowing that we were going to crush what was left of the Gutrender army between the twin hammers of our righteousness. I had the same giddy joy when I’d watched a certain wizard appear on the horizon on the fifth day, the dawn at his back. The fleeing orcs, who were actually running towards us, were cut down like wheat under the sweep of a scythe. Trampled, hacked apart, or savaged by Fen’s pack, they fell by the hundred. All fighting ceased on the wall as the greenskins felt the camel’s back break under the strain of the final straw. They scrambled from the ladders or, more often than not, fell from them in their haste to get away. 
“Trystan, maybe you should…” I began, but he blew the horn twice, and then twice more. 
The cavalry broke into two groups that rode for the cliff faces at either side of the valley, with the wargs doing the same. It gave the routed warriors a narrow passage to flee. He looked at me knowingly. “A trapped animal is the most vicious. They’re broken. We’ll ride them down at our leisure.”
Thundering amid the pack was the horribly burned troll. I wondered if I could ride him down and cast my spells before he got too far, but the twang of a half dozen scorpions shut me up. Three of the six hit the creature, and one amazing shot punched through the back of its neck. Dead before it hit the floor, the orcs at its feet were crushed beneath the falling bulk. 
All along the wall and up the steps, celebrations rang out. The cavalry cheered from the battlefield below, their sword arms punching the air.
“Is it done?” I asked, feeling slightly faint.
“Yes and no,” replied Trystan. “Only one more fight remains, and it will see us before the towering peaks of Whitespear Mountain. Winner takes all. But today? We drink until we can no longer see.”
“Sounds good,” I replied with a grin. 
“Sun, are you ok?” Cuthwin blurted as he pushed through the cheering crowd. His sword and armour was thick with black blood. He staggered to a halt a few paces from her glaring form. 
“You bathed in the blood of your enemies today,” she growled. 
The poor soldier didn’t know what to do, so Sun wrapped her arms around him and kissed him deeply. That little show of affection was worth every bit of the pain I’d been through. My once almost torturer, now best friend, had found love. Or, at least battle induced lust that would result in violent, passionate sex between them. I felt equal parts sorry and envious of the young soldier.
“Shall we help with the clear-up?” I asked the commander.
“You’ve done enough, Mark. Let’s get a drink.”
We left the two lovebirds to it and headed for the rear stairs.




OceanofPDF.com

Chapter 76

The Dust Settles


Atop the wall and in the camp behind, the party was in full swing. Trystan had ordered the cavalry to harass the back lines of fleeing orcs to a sufficient point that they were suitably demoralised and scattered. After the last of the fighting was done, Fen’s warg pack had gone hunting in the forest for warmer, fresher meat than the greenskins could provide. I’d spent the best part of three hours moving from injured soldier to injured soldier, waiting for my  lay on hands cooldown to end so I could provide some healing. Many of the wounds were too grievous, and these were left to the surgeons. As much as it killed me to maintain my stock of potions, I had to be pragmatic and realise my own worth against that of the Dawnstar soldiers. It wasn’t just their lives I had to consider, but all the lives yet to come.
Leaving the hospital tents, I found a quiet area to allocate my newly won stat points. The twin battles had netted me three levels, which added weight to my assumption that it was slowing down considering how many we had killed. The orcs just weren’t as valuable in terms of the experience gained. I picked my three favoured areas and gave two points each to strength, dexterity, and constitution. The combat points I popped in Juggernaut, Evasion, and for the first time, a single point in Damage Absorption. My reasoning was that a little survivability here and there wouldn’t necessarily cripple my ability to fight, and might just save my arse if I found myself in a tight spot in the future.
After the brief respite to level up, catch my breath, and wash away the blood, I’d headed to the destroyed gate with Sun to aid the labourers.
“What will happen to the wargs?” I asked Sun as we worked our magic on the large stones that had collapsed. Using our inventory trick, we put the massive blocks out in the battlefield to be reused later.
“What do you mean?” she replied, making way so the soldiers could pull at the smaller debris. 
“Will the pack go back with you to your fjord once this is over?” I jumped up and sat on one of the blocks as the pile sealing the gate crumbled slightly, allowing daylight to carry through from the camp side.
“I think Trystan is going to ask the grand marshal about training them and using them in these lands too. They would make a welcome addition to the dogs of Kherrash once a decent breeding program has been worked out.”
“Not to mention, they’re ten times bigger and can eat a whole army.”
She chuckled. “That too.”
“Will you act as their… I don’t know what you would call it. Kennel master? The one who trains the pups.”
“No, I’ve got other plans,” she said mysteriously. “I’ll find one of the men from my fjord and ask him to relocate for a period to train up some of the Kherrashi people.”
“I was a little worried the way the goblins treated them would leave a mark. You know, after hurting so many people and being abused. In my land, there’s no coming back after they attack a person. They’re killed with an injection.”
“What’s an injection?” Sun demanded, angry at my statement.
“It’s like a very strong alcohol is put into their bodies and they fall asleep. They just don’t wake back up. It’s painless, but still shit.”
“Wargs are smarter than dogs. Anything trained can be untrained. The pack that Fen has adopted if left unchecked, would eat anything they came across. He’ll be the key in showing them how to behave and what targets are off limits. It will look brutal to an outsider, but it’s necessary to break their cycle of eating human flesh. No lasting damage will be done as he brings them to heel.”
“I guess it’s like swapping out carbs from your diet. Your body may crave them, but it’s not doing you much good.”
“I don’t understand the comparison,” she replied. “What is a carb?” A few more larger stones had been uncovered and we made our way to the pile to collect them. 
“Never mind. I’m happy for you and Cuthwin by the way.”
“What about me and Cuthwin?” she snapped.
“Just that you’re… together. A couple. Dating.” She scowled at me. “Courting?” I tried instead.
“We’re not courting. We kissed.”
“That’s normally how it starts,” I suggested, dropping my block.
“You’re culture may be more lax with their morals than mine.”
Oof. She made a good point, and I was one of those with lax morals. At least, when I was younger. As I moved through my twenties, I realised I’d become more like Sun than I cared to admit. Withdraw. Aloof. Keeping people at a distance. “You’ve got me there. But let me get this straight, you aren’t courting?”
“He will need to meet my father first.”
“For single combat?” I pitied the poor lad more than when I thought Sun was going to use him up for her pleasure. 
“Gods no. He’d get killed. He will plead his case before a gathering with my father as its head. They will ask him of his feats of bravery, of his greatest kills. If they are satisfied, the gathering will ask me if I find him worthy to begin the courtship ritual.”
“And what will you say?” I asked.
“I’ll say he is worthy. His sword sang a tune that inflamed my heart on this day. There’s just one problem before we can even think about that.”
“And that is?”
“We still have to destroy Gutrender and the rest of his army. Cuthwin may yet fall in battle.”
“We could ask Trystan to keep him back on guard?”
Sun’s cheeks bloomed. “I…” She coughed. “I already suggested that. He wouldn’t hear of it.”
“The commander?”
“No, Cuthwin.”
“Ahh,” I said, knowingly. “So you do care for him.”
“I’ve already admitted as much, haven’t I?”
“Geez, you’re awfully testy for someone who’s found love.”
Her expression softened. “Sorry. It goes back to what I said before. I have a terrible feeling that it will be snatched away from me before we have a chance to see if it will go anywhere. But, such is the nature of war. Widows and widowers. Orphans and parents losing children. War is an insatiable beast that doesn’t discriminate.”
“How sneaky do you want to be?” I asked.
“I don’t understand.”
“I know Cuthwin wants to fight so that he can prove himself to you, but he still follows the orders of Trystan.” I started rubbing my chin ponderously. “It would be a shame if he was posted to guard duty at Ishalon for a few weeks. You know, to oversee the safety of the port as it gets rebuilt.” I held her gaze while the underhanded machinations played out in her head.
“I couldn’t! He would never forgive me!”
“I’m sure our great commander will be able to think of something far less obvious. And you wouldn’t have to dirty your hands with the deed. I could drop a hint when I have a drink with him shortly. Plant the seed, so to speak.”
“Like you did with Dhaulf and my people.”
“I think this has much less chance of blowing up in my face. Even if Trystan puts Cuthwin at the rear of the army, at least that way he’s far safer. The battle would be over before he even gets into the thick of the fighting.”
“I don’t know.” She sighed, turning away. “He is a proud man. It would wound him.”
“I think having you as his potential wife might take the sting out of it,” I offered.
Sun gave it some more thought, before shaking her head firmly. “No. Thank you, but no. If it is in my fate, then it will come to pass. I won’t risk the god’s wrath by trying to gainsay their plans for me.”
“I respect that,” I replied. I didn’t understand it at all, but their culture was very different from my own. Perhaps if I had been born in the dreary hardship of medieval times, their stoic bravery and duty would’ve been as much a part of me as it was for Sun and Cuthwin. As it was, the only hill that I would absolutely die on was that pineapple did not belong on pizza. Oh and that a woodchipper was a woefully underutilised method of dealing with paedophiles, rapists, and animal abusers.
Little by little, the rubble of the gatehouse was removed until full daylight could be seen beyond. The wound left by the blast would take a while to repair, but with the greenskins on the run, they had ample time. My realm points bar was greyed out again, so the aliens either didn’t care or they assumed the people of Kherrash had it under control. 
Cyril wandered through, hands clasped behind his back, muttering about the damage to his beautiful wall. He caught sight of me and raised his eyebrows hopefully.
“Sorry, mate. No can do.”
He muttered some more and led his fellow engineers to inspect the weaker sections for risk of collapse. Another hour of myself and Sun propping up areas with a stack of blocks saw the man satisfied. 
“Ready for a drink now?” I asked.
“Yes, my boy. Now we celebrate.”

[image: image-placeholder]I’d done the rounds with the men. Quite literally. My vision was starting to go a bit unsteady, or was it my legs? Trystan was similarly half-cut when he invited me into the command tent to go over some of the plans. 
“With the way cleared, we march for Pitchhollow at first light. I’ve arranged the cavalry into groups of forty that are slowly searching the trails and some of the less dense forest. Your good friend Sun had seen fit to send Fen and his pack into the deeper reaches that hooves can’t go. I hope to have an uninterrupted walk to reclaim the home of Randulf. From there, we maintain communications with the grand marshal and, with luck, arrive at the foot of Whitespear Mountain at a similar time.”
“Sounds like a good plan,” I replied.
“Do you have anything to add?” he asked.
“Now that we’ve held off the main army, I’m a bit lost to be honest. I know my mission is to kill Gutrender and Alwyn, but I have no idea how to go about it, considering they’re likely hiding in the depths of the mountain. It’ll be like the time we rooted out the deserters, multiplied by a thousand. The Kherrash army will count for nothing.”
“Worry about that when the time comes, Mark.”
Bart’s words about compartmentalising my goals played out again and I nodded at the commander. “Ok.” 
For now, we had to reach the mountain. And before that, reclaim Pitchhollow. The hardship that would entail of crossing a once vibrant land that now lay in ruins was an unknown quantity. I expected it to either rile the men to the point they were as enraged in battle as Sun, or it would break them. Like the slow drip of water torture, each home and village another falling droplet onto the exposed faces of their psyche. With how they had performed at the wall today, I was figuring the former. 
Cyril came bundling in, a group of men in tow struggling with a lump of metal surrounded with copper tubes. “My boy, if anyone in this world with non-green skin knows what this confounded contraption is, it’ll be you.”
“It’s a part of a steam engine,” I answered. 
“A steam engine? How does it work?” Cyril and the other engineers all gathered around as if I was about to deliver a masterclass in thermodynamics or whatever the system used.
“I have no idea. It relies on the pressure created when you boil water. That energy is then used to move things, like the wagons you saw out on the battlefield. When the orcs ran, did they not leave any behind?”
“The little green bastards sabotaged them with their explodey things,” he grumbled.
“Bombs,” I added.
“Yes. Those. I have no idea how creatures of such low intelligence could master such incredible technology.”
That was actually a very good point. What was the difference in my world between castles and steam locomotion? Five hundred years? A thousand? It was only by sheer luck that the massively advanced craft of the goblins had come up against the combined force of a solid wall and an enemy that fought like wild dogs. On an open field, we would’ve fared no better than the poor souls at the first doomed battle for the mountain all those months ago. That opened up another can of worms concerning our final assault on the goblin stronghold. We would once again be exposed, while they had an open field to run us down. 
“Cyril, I may have to steal a few of your spare blocks,” I explained.
“Whatever for, my boy?”
“To use as a shield against their vehicles when the time comes to fight at Whitespear.”
I saw his mind work and then he smiled knowingly. “Yes, I can see how they would be necessary. I doubt even those things could get past a few tons of solid rock. Take as many as you need. But back to this thing, are you sure you can’t provide any more advice for us to work with?”
“I’m afraid not. It’s all about pistons and the expansion of water into steam.”
Cyril frowned at the word. “A piss-ton?”
I made a rudimentary tube with my hand and extended a finger from my other. Trystan scowled fiercely at the motion I was recreating by shoving it in and out of my closed fist. “For fuck’s sake,” I grumbled when I realised I was imitating something of an adult nature. 
“No, no, my boy,” he blurted, taking over from me and copying the gesture. “I can see the principle. It’s why a full pan of water spills over when placed on a fire before it boils. The water grows?”
“Yeah, a bit.” I tried to think back to GCSE science, but the numbers eluded me, except for the change of state from liquid to gas. “It’s when it turns to steam that the real danger lies.” I picked up the bottle of wine which held about a litre. “Imagine this is filled with water. When it all boils, it creates one thousand six hundred times its own volume. Sixteen-hundred of these.” I passed over the vessel for him to inspect.
“Incredible. Absolutely incredible. I must begin researching this as soon as possible.” He snapped his fingers and then men picked up the machine from the table. “Come!”
The group bustled out in short order, leaving myself and the commander alone. 
“That will keep him busy for a while,” said Trystan. 
“For a thousand years or so,” I agreed. 
Trystan shook his head, unable to process the strangeness of the day. “Another cup?”
“Fill me up, mate,” I replied, offering my goblet.
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Chapter 77

 The Ruins


The great wall and its battle was days in the past. As soon as the dust had settled, another quest had appeared. The final quest.  
Quest – Defeat Boglug Gutrender (Main)
Description – You have held back the greenskin hordes and now pursue them back to Whitespear Mountain. Seek him out and destroy the goblin king, bringing the war to an end. 
Reward – Boss Loot Box (Legendary)
Celestial Affinity 
I was beyond excited to see what the affinity was all about, but not so thrilled about the path to reach it. We had a lot of miles to cover first, and this was only the first leg of the journey.
Following a night of heavy drinking, a bleary but buoyed army began the slow march towards Pitchhollow. Three days of slog saw us nearing our destination. Or what remained of it. The scouts had returned a couple of hours ago, informing us of their discovery. I was at the head of the column alongside Trystan, Thomas, and Sun. Fen and his growing warg pack had scoured the forest all the way to the edge of the Timeless Tower’s mountain, killing anything green they came across. They were like a dragnet, pulling every bit of filth from the ocean of forest. 
“It is true then,” muttered Trystan as we left the trail. 
The dead had been left where they fell. Bloated orc and troll carcasses littered the land surrounding the ruin that had once been Pitchhollow garrison. There was little left, except a fire blackened keep and swirling ashes. Everything had been put to the torch, and I mean everything. The walls, the homes, the stakes in the pit, the interior of the keep itself. I guessed they wanted to keep us from using it as a staging point. 
“The birds aren’t going near the bodies,” I said, more to myself.
“Orc flesh is so tainted that even the flies steer clear,” replied Trystan “Notice how the rot isn’t infested with maggots. Even carrion creatures have their standards.”
“So we burn them? It can’t be good to leave them out like this, surely?”
The wind changed direction, and I was smacked in the face by a wave of the most vile stench I’d ever encountered. My senses had taken a battering over the past few weeks, so I was able to minimise my reaction to a few unsteady gulps instead of projectile vomiting.
“I think that’s…” Trystan started to say before swallowing audibly, “probably for the best. I’ll see to the building of pyres.”
“I’m going in to the town if you don’t mind,” I told my companions. “I need to see something quickly.”
“There’s nothing to see,” said Thomas.
“It’s in the bowels of the keep. I won’t be long.”
“Do you want me to come with you?” asked Sun. 
“No, I’ll be fine. I’m just going to find our little eight legged friend.”
“Be careful. The structure could be weak and collapse on you.”
“I will,” I replied, trotting towards the ash strewn drawbridge. The moat was topped with more flecks of grey from the fires, and countless bodies. The trolls who had fallen before the walls were half submerged, their fluids of decomposition leaking into the water, tinging it a yellowy black. The gatehouse itself was little more than a pile of charred beams and quite impassable for Lady, so I hopped down and put her away. Climbing over the debris, I was black by the time I set foot inside the garrison. I wouldn’t have looked out of place in Mary Poppins as one of the soot-streaked Victorian chimney sweeps. The one thing I immediately noticed once I was inside was the absence of any of our bodies. There were no human bones littering the burned town, only the abnormally thick orcish skeletons. My only comfort in their fate as fuel for the horde was that they were already dead, and we had now avenged their sacrifice many times over. 
“Jesus,” I muttered as I passed the destruction. The protective mud applied to the roofs counted for little when the fires had been set from inside. The tavern was gone. The stables were gone. Hilde’s blacksmiths was gone, except for the stone forge, which had been smashed apart instead. I knew this was but one of hundreds of garrisons, castles, villages, that would need to be rebuilt, but it still hurt a little more because I had called it home, for however brief a time. 
I trudged on through the swirling grey ghosts of what had once been. I could almost hear the voices and laughter of the people who were now gone. Beneath the ruin was still the base of their town, the hill of their keep. In a few months or years it would probably be alive with people again, but at that moment, I felt very alone. The steps to the fortress were still piled high with bodies, so I had to scrabble up the muddy bank, using the craters formed by the troll bombardment as footholds. 
Close enough to inspect the buildings, I saw the keep was in an even worse state now that I was standing in its shadow. I could see daylight through the upper windows where the roof had collapsed inwards. Climbing the steps to the reception hall, I was made to clear large chunks of half-burned debris to have any chance of making it to the dungeon. After a few minutes, I’d created a decent enough pyre outside the keep to take care of the corpses that littered the ground. I glanced up one last time, spying the fireplace that we had escaped through, only it no longer had a room to serve as it hung in the air. Hell, it had no floor or anything. It looked bizarre having the hearth sat forty feet above me so I put it out of my mind, especially when I started to think of Randulf’s last stand. I prayed that their bodies had burned before the orcs could use their meat as sustenance. 
“There you are,” I said, finally revealing the way down to the dungeon. Aside from a smattering of ash, the lower level had escaped any damage. Mostly because everything below ground level was solid stone and thick columns that supported the keep above. My night eyes came into play and I found the blocks where I had left them, completely undisturbed. I added them both to my pack and found a thick spider’s nest within. Silky, white webbing covered every inch of the cells and narrow passage. A thick leg slowly appeared from within the cocoon in the furthest corner. Spidey moved into view, approaching slowly.
“Hey, buddy,” I said. “Sorry I left you.”
The massive arachnid watched me through its multifaceted eyes. Nothing about its posture told me if it was going to lunge and poison me, or was happy at my appearance. With every nerve in my body screaming, I held my ground. Sun’s words about treating him poorly gonged in my head. It came within arm’s reach, slowly lifting its head. Not knowing what else to do, I stroked the coarse fur. I knew beyond a doubt that the aliens were trolling us as Spidey leaned in to my hand like a fucking dog. If it had been blessed with a tail instead of its spinnerets, I’m sure it would’ve started wagging. 
“I need to put you away, mate. You’ve done your job.”
Spidey seemed to understand and waited patiently for my pack to reclaim him. I stepped into the lair, conscious of the glowing red dot that showed on the corner of my minimap. In an ironic twist, the cell that Finneus had thrown me was now his home. There was little of the man remaining in the tight shroud that was wrapped around his body. I tried to ignore the jaundiced, bloodshot eyes that looked out at me, the insanity plain. 
“You brought this on yourself,” I said, filling the small cell with a stack of extra wood I’d taken from upstairs. Retreating to Scab’s abandoned table, I tossed in a dozen torches, igniting everything within, including my enemy who perished almost immediately. The smoke was thick, starting to fill the dungeon, so I tucked my face into the crook of my elbow and headed back up. My need for vengeance had been great, but I felt nothing but a dull ache and sickness at my actions. Was the pendulum on my “fallen paladin” status swinging heavily against me? If the half-rotten thing I’d caused in the cell below was anything to go by, then the answer was probably yes. I was halfway up the steps when a voice from below sent waves of ice through my veins. 
“Hello, little fly. It looks like I’m not the only spider in this world,” said Alwyn, mockingly. 
I whirled round and found the warder’s room empty. “Alwyn?”
“In the flesh,” she replied, appearing at first as a shimmering haze, before fully forming as the invisibility spell faded. 
“I’ll kill you for what you’ve done!” I snapped, summoning my matriarch swarm. My heart sank when nothing happened, so I tried again. 
She giggled madly and tutted. “Oh no, little fly. I’ve put a temporary stop to your little tricks.”
I tried my fated skill, then smite, then I tried to equip my sword to attack her physically. Nothing was happening. “Ok, fists it is.” I snarled, making to move. Except I was stuck fast. 
“Stop with all the silliness, little fly. We’re going on a journey, you and I. There are secrets in that head of yours I want to dig out.”
“There’re thousands of soldiers outside the keep. You’ll never get past them.”
She laughed again and it was a dreadful, malicious cackle. “You don’t think I rode here, do you? Our mutual friend showed me something deep below the mountain. Something powerful. I’m going to take you there now, so that we can pry open that pretty little mind of yours and take a peek inside.”
She wrapped her arms around my shoulders in an almost loving embrace. I heard whispered words in a language I didn’t recognise, then the grey stones of the dungeon vanished. 
The disturbed dust settled to the now empty steps of the dead keep.
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Chapter 78

Caught In The Web


We teleported into a large cell, deep beneath the mountain. I called it teleportation because what else could it be? Alwyn released me from her embrace and backed out of my new cage. My jaw was aching from how much I was trying to move, but my body was still uncooperative.  
“What have you done to me?” I snarled through clenched teeth.
“You’ve got magic in you, little fly. Great magic, but mine is now greater. I’ve simply surrounded you with a little nullification hex that will stop you being an annoyance while you’re here.”
“How can you do this? Ilfred said you were all just elementalists. Conjurers of wind and fire.”
Her eyes narrowed at the mention of her previous partner. “Small vision from a small man. I always knew there was far greater power in us. It just hadn’t been unlocked.”
“So you can do more than shoot fireballs?” I grunted, trying to raise my arm.
“Far more. Once I’ve shown him what he can be, Ilfred will change his mind and join me.”
“He’s dead.”
Alwyn flinched back as if struck. “What? How?”
“Your greenskin masters killed him at Pitchhollow.” Even without a degree in psychology, I was certain of a guaranteed weakness in the arch-sorceresses character. The barb about masters hurt her even more than the news of her friend’s untimely death, proving my point. 
“I have no masters,” she spat, holding up a hand where a spark ignited on her palm. Within two seconds, it was a swirling fireball, the searing radiance lighting up her manic features. 
I wanted to get the death out of the way and respawn at Pitchhollow with the rest of my friends. “Says the crazy bitch skulking in the mountain surrounded by orcs and goblins.” I smiled at her.
Like a Zippo with the lid snapped shut, the fire disappeared, leaving a glowing spot on my vision. “I can see you want to die, which means that there is a point to it. I’ll have to give that some thought.”
And with that, she whirled away, silken robes flowing after her. 
“Wait! What am I doing here? What are you going to do with me?” I yelled, feeling the invisible shackles fall away. My entire HUD was still unresponsive to my calls, and I kicked at the ground in frustration. How the hell had a sorcerer managed to lock out the gifts of gods? 
Left alone in the cage within the large cavern, I noticed the heat that was cooking my head like a Spanish sun. A thin seam on a pair of thick steel shutters was glowing red. A blob of molten metal dripped from it, splashing onto the floor. 
“What the shit?” I blurted, dodging backwards from the little spots of liquid fire that jumped towards me.
Moving to the edge of the cage, I could just about make out a massive trough above me. Jets of flame blazed from an altogether dangerous looking series of tubes, keeping the metal above my head in molten form. Was it a trap? An execution device? Knowing the proclivity my green captors had for meat, I doubted they would waste a meal in such a bizarrely intricate way. I grasped the steel bars of the locked door and tried to wrench it open. I felt the heat of the slag above trickle down faster. I spun round, finding my attempts to yank at the lock had triggered a release along the seam. 
“Ok! Ok! I’ll leave it alone!” 
The drizzle of glowing metal looked like a waterfall from hell, but slowly it resealed itself now that I had stopped my attempts to break free. I couldn’t see an obvious link between the two things. There were no trigger wires or anything like that. It might’ve been magical in nature, or there could’ve been a little goblin watching me from a security booth nearby, his eager little hand on the lever. I was like the proverbial mushroom; kept in the dark. I hadn’t yet been fed shit, but that time was coming, I could feel it. 
What the hell was I supposed to do? As keen as I’d been for a quick death moments ago, the thought of self-saturation with a vat of liquid iron wasn’t that appealing. It looked cool as fuck when Arnie had given Johnny C the thumbs up in Terminator 2, but I didn’t think I had the discipline to maintain the pose as my bones and flesh melted. I also had to contend with the fact I had no idea of the rules of respawning, because I hadn’t yet been through it. With my luck, I’d be just as likely to respawn in the cage, falling into the same molten metal and thrashing around like the T-1000 in a never-ending death loop that would crack my sanity like a nut.
That left me one option. Buy time for my friends to arrive. I still had access to my HUD, even if everything was locked away inside it. I pulled up the world map and extrapolated the time it took us to reach Pitchhollow and the distance to Whitespear mountain. If they double timed it, they would likely be knocking on the door in a week or so. My only real hope of a faster rescue would be the arrival of Milton and the barbarian forces, but I had no idea where they currently were. 
“Fuck my life,” I groaned. 
A week of digging in my mind, or whatever Alwyn had said, to try and get at my secrets. The fact that I couldn’t gift them to her would probably earn me a few scorched fingers or worse. The impossible nature of her goals got me to thinking.
“Bart, if you’re there, I could really use some help?”
There was no reply except the hiss of escaped gasses and the shrieks of my captors nearby. I tried not to think too deeply into the sheer volume and number that were making noise. 
“Bart? Alien people? Ron Burgundy? Can anyone hear me?”
Alwyn reappeared with a staff. “Who is it you’re talking to, little fly?”
“Firstly, my name’s Mark. And secondly, none of your business.”
“We’ll see about that.”
I noticed the sickly green glow that emanated from the crystal topping her weapon. Just the sight of it made my flesh crawl. I tried to pull up the item’s description, but it would only give me the name. 
Item – Staff of the Defiler (Legendary)
That didn’t sound good at all. I backed away towards the rock, giving a wide berth to the slowly cooling pool of metal in the centre of my prison. 
“Come here,” said Alwyn, beckoning me with a finger. “We’re going to get intimately acquainted, little… I mean, Mark.”
My feet left the floor and I floated towards her helplessly. Her weapon may have been off limits, but her own character tab wasn’t. 
Name – Alwyn Rhedryn (Level 29) (Boss)
Description – Forty-fourth arch-sorcerer of the Kherrash kingdom, Alwyn rose through the ranks of her peers through sheer determination. When others would sleep, she would study. When they would eat, she would practice. If only her achievements hadn’t warped her mind.
Weakness – Physical. Poison.
Immunities – None
“I don’t want to sound like a dick, but you’re really not my type.” I groaned, struggling against the invisible shackles.
“I’m everyone’s type,” she replied, setting me down. 
“Yeah, if people wanted a psycho dominatrix to walk all over their balls in stiletto heels.”
“I don’t know what that is.” 
“Thank god for that,” I said, grateful that my nethers were off limits for now.
“There are no gods down here, Mark. Only a goddess and monsters.”
“Did you really just call yourself a goddess, you narcissistic trog?” I laughed.
She scowled at my outburst. “What are these words you use? What is a trog? Is that some kind of insult?”
“A trog. A troglodyte. A festering skank that sells fifty pence blow jobs to buy her two litre bottles of White Lightning cider.”
Instead of rising to the bait, she just aimed her staff at my head. Now, I’ve had hangovers that felt as if I’d gone five rounds with Tyson. I’d even had a few migraines that the doctor attributed to stress, and they felt like Tyson, Ali, Frazier, and Bruce Lee had gone at me for sleeping with their wives. The side of my head felt like razor blades had been dropped in my brain and someone was jumbling them about. The merest sliver of light triggered blinding pain.
But this… Holy fuck. As soon as the crippling agony radiated throughout my head, I was beaten. Forget all that captured soldier holding out forever against the torturers who became ever more frustrated with the resolve on show. I. Was. Done. The pain I’d felt when the webspinner had bitten me was multiplied by fifty and concentrated in the little blob of jelly that constituted my brain. It was beyond feeling like acid was eating away at my grey matter. It was as if my head was coming apart, molecule by molecule, each of them being prodded and cut by an atomic scalpel. My bladder and bowels let go instantly, but I was unaware of the humiliation until Alwyn released me. It could’ve been three seconds after she had begun, it could’ve been three days. Time had stretched out and become meaningless. I collapsed in a heap amidst my own bodily leavings. 
“How did that feel? Would you like some more?”
I couldn’t answer. I just held up a trembling hand, begging for mercy. 
“Are you going to speak to me with a little more respect?”
I nodded, the movement triggering a fresh wave of residual pain that had me vomiting all over myself. 
“Dirty little fly. If you behave, I might have the orcs bring you some water to wash with.”
“What…” I managed before I broke down coughing from my suddenly dry throat. Each racking expulsion of air felt like a bomb going off in my head. I managed two before I blacked out completely. 
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Chapter 79

A Mountain Of Questions


The sudden chill of drenching cold water yanked me from unconsciousness. I sat up, spluttering from the small quantity that had entered my open mouth and ran down my throat.  
“He’s awake,” Alwyn cooed like a loving parent, lowering the wooden bucket. 
As much as the liquid had been a shock, it was refreshingly clean and cooling within the roasting cell. I watched as steam started to rise from the heated rock beneath my feet. The one thing I didn’t immediately notice, which was weird because it had been all consuming, was the absence of pain. My head felt foggy, but had none of the piercing torture of before. 
“Do you have any more?” I asked, hating how pitifully weak my voice sounded, but unable to help myself. There was just something beyond demeaning about sitting there, feeling the damp in my underwear that wasn’t down to her dousing. I made a solemn vow there and then that when I made my trillions from the stolen ideas, I’d use the money to pay for A-grade care for anyone in need. I’d seen the horror stories in exposé documentaries of care homes and their treatment of the elderly. The homes I would build would give them dignity as the final days of their lives ticked down.
“Are you ready to talk?” she asked.
“I’ll tell you whatever you want to know, but you probably won’t believe me.”
“Very well,” she said. Clicking her fingers, the snap brought an orc scuttling into the room. She ordered him to collect more water and he prostrated himself obligingly, obviously terrified of her. 
“Would you mind if I stripped down? I feel fucking awful.”
She smirked at my question. “Please do. Don’t feel embarrassed in front of me.”
“Lady, you made me shit my keks. I think we’re way past the point of embarrassed.” I was reluctant to get completely naked, but I simply had to get the sticky clothes off. It had been a while since I actually undressed myself by hand and I laughed at how absurd that fact was. 
“What’s so funny?” asked Alwyn as I stripped my boxers off and threw them away. I didn’t miss the favourable look she gave my body.
“Excuse me, my eyes are up here,” I chided, cupping my modesty. 
I felt her power peel my hand away to hold it at my side. 
Great! I had a psychotic voyeur holding me captive. As if my humiliation couldn’t get any worse, the orc returned and began laughing. Alwyn snatched the water from him with her mind and conjured a pillar of flame that made me wince from its intensity. The raging vortex of heat slithered as if alive amongst the stalactites of the cave roof. When the power faded, all that remained of the greenskin was a blackened skeleton that collapsed in a heap of sparking embers.
“I’ve changed my mind. I’ll date you as long as you keep your pyromancy in check.”
“You’re a strange creature, Mark. What is this dating you speak of? It’s almost as if you don’t speak my language.”
“Never mind. I just talk a lot when I’m nervous. It rarely makes sense.”
I waited, naked in my cell. She let me go and I could feel her psychic shackles retreating. “Get washed and then we’ll talk.” 
The bucket passed through the steel bars as if they were a hologram. Her level and power were immense. I tried to hide my shock as I remembered the gift Ilfred had bestowed upon me, and his words about if I should ever face her to let the other sorcerers know. My problem was it was safely tucked in my pack, and thus out of reach. I would try later, when the mountain and my captor slumbered. Taking the water, I found a rag floating within and used it to sluice myself down. A jetwash and industrial soap would’ve been better, but at least the solids were now gone from my body. 
I turned back to her. “Thank you,” I said, sincerely. She was under no obligation to give me anything. I was indeed a little fly, trapped in the web of a great spider. Alwyn would now toy with me before eating me, but at least I wasn’t caked in shit. For that, I was grateful beyond words. 
“Come. Sit and talk a while,” Alwyn urged. 
I did as she asked, sitting cross legged before her. Only the bars and a few feet of space separated us. If I’d had the nerve, I could’ve lunged and tried to strangle her through the cage. Not only was I terrified of her magic, but I still had nightmares of Shinara dying at my hands. There was something deeply personal, offensive, vile, about ending a life like that. A weapon provides a measure of detachment, even if it was only a few inches or a couple of feet. Her neck had been so pliable beneath my strength, and I shuddered. I was reminded of a line in a film or documentary where the killer mentions taking joy in watching the lights go out in the eyes of his victims. I was a killer too, that much was true, but I would be haunted forever with the faces of those I’d ended. There was no pleasure in it. I felt stained, and it was a mark that would never wash off.
Alwyn was smiling at me. “You’re not even going to try?”
“Would I be able to get to you?” I asked. Had my thoughts been that obvious or was she reading them?
“Of course not, but I’d respect you for trying.”
I sighed, the tension leaving my body. “Our time will come, I know it. But not today.”
“It will?” she asked, brimming with amusement. “You have a high opinion of yourself.”
“You’ll see why I’m right once you’ve asked all your questions.”
“Now you have me even more intrigued,” she gushed. “Where shall we begin?”
I shrugged.
“Where are you from?” she asked.
“England. A town called Brighton,” I saw her brow furrow. “And before you ask, no, you won’t have heard of it. It doesn’t exist on this world. I come from somewhere across time and space. Another universe.”
She studied my face for signs of deceit. “You’re not lying, are you?”
I shook my head wearily. “Nope.”
“How did you get here? Why are you here?”
“I was sent by beings that are akin to gods. In answer to the second question, I’m looking at her. Or at least one half of the why. Gutrender is the other half. I’ve been sent here to stop you. Well, technically I was sent to stop him and his army, but I think I sense a hand guiding his strings.”
This gave her pause. I saw in her eyes a need to disbelieve my statement. “So the very gods themselves seek to undo my plans?”
What could I say to that but the truth. “It seems like it. I’ll just mention again that you weren’t featured when they explained the task. It was only the goblins and orcs.”
“So?”
A cowardly plot had entered my head, aided and abetted by my run-in with Bommy in the tutorial and the turning of the barbarians to our cause. “I think they sense a chance for you to redeem yourself. Otherwise why would they have left you out?”
“You think I’ve done all of this to turn back now?” she scoffed.
“I’m only giving you my thoughts. It’s up to you what you do with them.”
“Enough!” she snapped, “I want more answers, not some nonsense about salvation.”
“Ask away,” I said, feeling the long shot miss the target by a country mile. 
“What are the strange powers I sense within you? It’s like my magic, but also not like it. Is this also from your gods?”
“It is.”
“Explain it!” she demanded.
“Some of it won’t make sense with words. Some of it I can only show you. Like my map.”
“Map?”
“I can see the world around me. I sense lifeforces, and whether they are hostile towards me. Like yourself, I can see you on my map.” I checked the minimap and found a small group nearby. “There’s another eight hostiles as you turn left out of the cave we’re in.”
Alwyn frowned, climbed to her feet, and investigated my claim. Sure enough, her face registered surprise when she saw the pack of orcs outside. “That’s a nice little trick. So you can see me at all times? You can see everyone?”
“No, not everyone. Like when you were hiding in the dungeon. I didn’t know you were down there. I’ve missed orc scouts too, ones that are sneaking through the forests of Kherrash.”
“That seems a little thoughtless on the part of your gods, no? If you’re here as their harbinger, why would they leave you vulnerable? Why would they allow you to be captured so easily?”
“We’re getting in to you won’t believe me territory,” I warned.
“Humour me,” Alwyn said, retaking her seat before me.
“They want me to suffer.”
“What?” she exclaimed. “Why?”
“Because my home is under threat, just as Kherrash is from you and the goblins. By fighting against Gutrender, I can save my people.”
“Aww, a hero, how quaint,” she mocked.
“Not a hero. Just an idiot who said yes when he should’ve kept his mouth shut.”
She snorted. “The fallibility of men. I’ve never understood why it is always the males that rule. Prideful, arrogant creatures.”
“Ilfred wasn’t prideful or arrogant. He loved you, I think. Your allies killed him.”
I prepared for a fireball in the face. What I got was a wistful laugh. “I know he did. Silly fool.”
“It wasn’t mutual?” I asked, still waiting for my pretty face to melt.
“There was a time… once, perhaps. But how could I ever be with someone who was content to serve? They’re all weak. Every one of them. We have all the power, yet we cower before a family name?”
“You mean the Dawnstars?”
“Who else? They’re nothing but men. Normal men,” she spat. “We control the very elements themselves, and we are supposed to bow before them?”
I could draw parallels between my own world and the uprisings of hoi polloi throughout history. There is only so much a person will accept being under a bootheel before they say enough is enough. The fact that Alwyn’s bootheel had in fact been a rather splendid life spent alongside the Dawnstars, enjoying the finer things didn’t alter the point. I think my own reason for getting the business loan and opening the arcade was so I didn’t have to answer to anyone except myself after my retail days. But even then, I’d had the ability to clock off and kick back. For the sorcerers, they were on call twenty-four-seven, three-sixty-five. I think even I might’ve snapped. 
“They’re still your people. So many of them have died because of you.”
“Nobodies. Farmers, soldiers, the dregs of the world.”
Any inclination I felt towards trying to turn Alwyn back to the right path was shattered by her outright disdain of the normal folk of Kherrash. Her face was even more hate-filled than when she had mentioned the Dawnstars. “So you’re going to rule over a kingdom of dull witted orcs instead? Great plan until they get tired of your shit and eat you too.”
“They might be dull witted, but they are far more malleable and compliant. They dare not turn on me.”
“They say if you beat a dog long enough, it’ll turn round and tear your throat out. Or something like that.”
“A normal person might have something to fear, but I’m far from normal. I’ll just incinerate the disloyal hound. As many of them as I need to, to keep them in check.”
“You’re only one person. They are, well, they’re a lot fewer now that I’ve killed tens of thousands of them. But my point is, it might be worth running for your life before my friends get here.”
“This place is impregnable. And even if they do manage to get inside, I won’t be here.”
“How did you do that, by the way? Ilfred seemed to think you were stuck after he locked the tower.”
“His little ploy did keep me from coming back to deal with you, but in so doing, he actually helped me to unlock my greatest power.”
“Teleportation,” I grumbled.
“Indeed. I can jump anywhere I wish in the land, provided I’ve been there before and I can visualise it.”
“You’ve been in Pitchhollow’s dungeon?”
“Of course not. At least, not until you trapped that poor fool that helped us in there with your spider friend. I sensed a great deal of magic in play.”
“You saw what I did, but left Finneus in there?”
“Mark, I may have gifts, but what you have is far more interesting. I can’t move massive lumps of stone, much less make them disappear at will. And then do the same thing with your eight legged companion. Tell me about it.”
“I can’t really explain it. Even I don’t know how it works or where the stuff goes. I can show you, though. If you’ll turn off the hex or spell or whatever for a moment?”
Alwyn’s curiosity outweighed her caution, but she was no fool. “One false move and I’ll drown you in fire.”
“I believe you,” I said. And I did. This wasn’t the time to try and snatch the stone and summon the support of the sorcerer’s. Before I’d even put the phone stone or whatever it was to my lips, I’d be a molten statue. 
“You’re free,” she informed me unnecessarily. 
I’d felt the anti-magic cocoon evaporate from my body. My HUD was alive with colour once again. I summoned one of the stone blocks inside my cell.
“Impressive,” said Alwyn, ponderously.
Until Spidey jumped on her, sinking its fangs into her neck. “Go on! Kill her!” I yelled, jubilant as the poison took effect. 
I should’ve known from my gaming that it was hopeless. The sorceress was too high a level. My enveloping shroud returned with a vengeance, and she used her powers to tear my arachnid companion from her back, throwing it across the cavern. The low level debuff was hardly even affecting Alwyn as she conjured another pillar of flame that incinerated my friend. I waited for the drowning metal, but she picked up her staff and smiled instead. I’d have preferred a mask of fury to that evil grin.
“Let’s get inside that head of yours, shall we, little fly?”
My brain exploded with indescribable agony.
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Chapter 80

Needle In A Haystack


My last coherent memory was of Alwyn screaming and storming from my cave. Everything else was a blur of nuclear detonations that tore through my head, over and over again. With my body already involuntarily emptied, I hadn’t messed myself any further. I lay on the rock, the pain of it digging into my face a welcome relief from her torture. The pain I’d suffered in the melee was bad enough, but this was truly indescribable. There were no words to convey how utterly corrupted I felt by her intrusions.  
I did know one thing, though. I was going to kill that bitch, and make it fucking hurt.
A while passed before I had the energy to lift my head. I peeled myself from the floor, just as an orc entered, carrying more water and a plate. I’m not sure why, but the sight of the creature with honest to goodness tableware had me laughing out loud. 
“You got a knife and fork too?” I asked, squeezing my eyes tightly shut as the last residual pulses of pain dissipated.
“No,” the creature replied. “Just the plate. And some clothes.”
He tossed them through the bars. 
“Wait, you can speak properly too?” I quickly slipped the trousers and top on and tied the strings to hold them in place. 
“I can,” he replied. “And why do you say too?”
“I might’ve exploded one of your friends. He was really articulate until the dynamite blew him up.”
“You’re talking about General Zord, aren’t you?” he said, reaching for a set of keys. 
“That’s the one! Zord the Handsome. He wasn’t so good looking afterwards. In fact, I don’t think there was much left of him to even identify.”
“Why do you seek to bait me?” he asked, slipping the food and water inside. “Have I done anything to you?”
“Not personally, but your kind? They’ve done plenty,” I sneered.
“And it seems they have been made to pay for that, no?” he asked, locking the cage again.
I pulled up his name, intrigued by the bizarre exchange. It identified him as Kurdan. “You don’t seem particularly upset, Kurdan.”
He gave no outward sign of surprise at my calling him by name. Then again, I had been snatched as a powerful spellcaster by another immensely powerful spellcaster, so it wasn’t unexpected that I would have gifts. 
“Let’s just say my time under Zord wasn’t overly pleasant,” he said, making to leave.
“Would you like to tell me about it, Kurdan? I’m probably going to die soon, and it would be nice to chat with someone who wasn’t tearing my brain apart.”
“Mistress Alwyn is a cruel sort, that’s for sure. Even the master respects her.”
“How long was I out? I mean, how long was she in my head?”
“Four days,” he replied.
“Four days?” I exclaimed. “Holy shit.”
“You were out for most of it. The mistress was screaming a lot of the time in frustration.”
“I’m glad I didn’t make it easy on her. The way she was speaking, you’d think she’s in charge around here. I wonder what your master would make of that?”
“Gutrender may be crazy, but he’s also shrewd. He knows the sorceress’s plans stretch far beyond Kherrash.”
“Then why does he keep her around?”
“Entertainment? Another way to keep the horde in check? I have no idea.”
That the pair were at something of a cross purpose was interesting. Maybe I could use it against them both.
“Anyway, you were going to tell me about yourself,” I said, changing the subject.
“As you wish. My friends call me Kur,” he said, sitting down on an outcrop of rock. “Or they would if I had any.” 
“I doubt there’s much room for relationships when you’re fighting all the time, is there?” I asked, shifting to pick up the food. There was a smoking slab of charred meat on the plate alongside a handful of nuts. “Is this?”
“Boar. Caught and butchered yesterday. I know how you humans get squeamish about consuming the flesh of your own. I’ve never understood it myself. Meat is meat.”
“I guess you could say we aren’t as cultured as the greenskins,” I said, biting off a small sliver. It was most definitely a salty pork of some description, and extremely tasty. 
Kur laughed. “Very good. I like that.”
I took another larger bite, then chewed, and swallowed. “This is where you tell me I’m actually eating people, right?”
“No, it’s boar. I can fetch the head if you wish?”
“It’s ok, I trust you.”
Kur smiled at this, his tusks twitching. “Is that wise?”
“Probably not,” I grunted with a full mouth, “but it’s not as if I have a choice, is it? Why are you feeding me, anyway? I’m the enemy.”
Kur’s grin disappeared. “Gutrender wants you strong.”
Uh oh, that didn’t sound good at all. “Strong for what?”
“The games,” he replied, sadly.
“What games?” I asked, the lump of meat suddenly very hard to swallow.
“I can’t say. You’ll see later. In the meantime, I should be going.”
“Wait!” I blurted, getting flecks of saliva and meat all over myself. Giving up on the meal, I spat the mouthful back onto the plate. “Tell me about yourself. This place. If you can, that is.”
“What would you like to know?”
“How are you… well, you I guess?”
“You mean civil? Not a raging machine of war and death?”
“Yeah.”
“Do the humans not have people who are… different? Who don’t belong in what you would call normal settings?”
I thought of all the neurodivergent, and how understanding and accommodating them was only now becoming commonplace. “I suppose we do. We used to treat them as strange, weird even.”
“Believe me, I get treated poorly too. Hence why I said my time under Zord was not pleasant. I don’t thrive in battle, I thrive in peace and solitude. It’s why they let me cook for them now instead of fight.”
“I doubt they were happy about that.”
“Let’s just say I’ve suffered a few broken bones and licks from the lash for my troubles.”
“Sorry.” I sighed. I actually meant it, which surprised me. This creature was an outcast amongst his own, mocked and bullied for being different. He might’ve been nearly seven feet tall and four hundred pounds of solid muscle, but I could see the softness in his hands that the others didn’t bear. Every orc I’d fought had damaged knuckles and thick callouses from practicing with their weapons. I expected this poor thing to break out the curling iron and start perming hair over a mocha latte. Or something like that. My knowledge of hairdressing was somewhat limited to a trim every six weeks. “What about this place?” I continued.
“You mean like how many of us are there and where are we located? Maps, layouts, that kind of thing?” he asked, smirking.
“If you like. Or just about how you come to be. Orcs and goblins, all under the mountain.”
“We’re grown like mushrooms,” said Kur. “They pop an orc egg in the ground and water it for six months.”
My eyes widened in surprise. “Really?” 
“No, of course not,” he replied with a deep chuckle. “We have orc and goblin women.”
I shook my head at how gullible I’d been. “I haven’t ever seen one.”
“And you never will. They’re kept far away from the light.”
“You keep them prisoners? Force them to have babies?”
“Not at all. The females of our species are worshipped. We keep them hidden to keep them safe. They want for nothing.”
“Well that’s good to know. I expect the caves go down quite far. Lots of places to hide.”
“You have no idea,” he said, darkly. “This mountain is as old as the world. It is these unseen places that brought Alwyn like a moth to a flame. What she found with Gutrender is the reason for her powers.”
“What did she find?” I asked.
Before Kur could reply, a din erupted outside from a group of orcs that came barrelling into the cave, fighting each other. “Time ta play, softmeat!” yelled one, laughing manically. 
“Git outta ‘ere!” snapped another, giving Kur a brutal kick in the spine. 
He grunted in pain, before quickly scurrying away as two of the brutes chased him. My blood boiled at the mistreatment, even if he was a poor imitation of the Hulk, minus the smashing. “Let me out of here and I’ll play,” I warned the leader. “Just you and me. Get me a sword and we’ll go at it.”
His bravado faltered slightly as I held his gaze. “You’s runnin’ da gauntlet, softmeat. Dere won’t be nuffin left ta fight. But we’s boil ya bones fa soup.”
I snorted at him and checked his stats. He was a few levels above me; a warboss no less, but I wasn’t impressed. “You’re a fucking coward, Golag. Bring on this gauntlet then, and when I’ve beaten it, I’ll carve you up in front of all your little friends here, hardmeat.”
I could tell the creature wanted to attack me, but he was obviously under instruction to deliver me unharmed to whatever this game was. I’d played Gauntlet in the arcades. It was a brutal war of attrition against endless waves of spawning enemies. I doubted Gutrender’s version was any less dangerous. 
Two of the hulks grabbed me as soon as the cell door had been opened. They had me on size, but they didn’t have my boosted stats. I held my ground as they tried to manhandle me like some common prisoner. Everything in me screamed to attack the orcs, and consequences be damned. A calmer, more rational voice in the back of my head urged caution, to play it cool, and try to make it through whatever trials were thrown at me. “I can walk myself,” I growled as they started to get more rough.
Golag glared, then grunted and motioned for the others to let me go. “E’ll suffa enuff. Dis way!”
I left the cell, and then my little cavern. When I hit the main tunnels, I noticed a series of shaking pipes running along them. They were rattling so hard I was surprised they didn’t come apart. Here and there, steam hissed through a broken joint, but nobody seemed inclined to make it safe or repair it. The whine of escaping gas became the dull roar of a large crowd. They frogmarched me to the source of the noise, which was hidden by a pair of massive doors set just inside the cave mouth. What I could see was that the space beyond was enormous. The rocky roof above was at least two hundred feet at the highest point. 
“Time ta play, softmeat.” Golag chuckled. “We’s see how ya feel afta, yeah?”
A group or orcs on the gantry above the doors cranked them open, allowing the full force of the cheering to hit me. I was pushed inside a holding area, with dozens of mocking green faces looking down at me from the viewing platforms above. There was another platform that was attached to runners by thick chains. There was a pattern to the steelwork, which gave me a clue to the snaking nature of the gauntlet itself. 
Atop it was a creature that completely boggled my mind. The words master tinkerer didn’t quite do Gutrender justice. His creation was beyond anything that should’ve worked according to the known laws of physics or engineering. He stood within the mechanical suit that gave him a height pushing twelve feet. One arm ended in a spiked fist, while the other was a pair of scissor-like curved blades that snapped open and shut involuntarily. Anything caught between would be cut in two. Hydraulic pistons controlled most of the construct, which operated on steam power. A team of orcs followed as he paced back and forth, eight carrying the coal tender on their shoulders and two tossing shovelfuls in to the open firebox that raged at the goblin king’s back. Smoke poured from a chimney behind Gutrender’s head. It just didn’t make sense. At all. Even Nikola Tesla with all his genius inventions would’ve had a stroke trying to understand the contraption.
“We got sumfink special for ya today, boys! Alwyn’s playfing is gonna run da gauntlet. Will ‘e be stabbed, burned, crushed? Place ya bets now!”
The crowd erupted and coin purses jingled. I had no idea what orcs needed with a monetary system, but I did know that Gutrender had given me a clue as to what I faced. All that remained was for me to make it from one end to the other without dying. 
Seeing the manic glee in the goblin king’s face, I didn’t rate my chances that high.
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Chapter 81

The Gauntlet


“Ya ready, softmeat?” asked Gutrender, excitedly. 
“Can I have a few months to improve my cardio?” I called back, doing a few star jumps.
The goblin chuckled. “Save us da time and get cooked, will ya? We’s hungry.”
“I’m a bit skinny. You could always spend a few weeks fattening me up like a pig?”
“Ya funny, but nah. Go room ta room. If you’s too slow, we stick ya full of arras, got it?”
“So I can’t stay here until you all die of old age?” I replied.
Gutrender turned to someone unseen and nodded, the valves in his suit spitting steam as he moved. The door in front of me clattered open, revealing the first room. An arrow thunked into the ground at my feet, urging me to get my arse moving. 
“You know, you can cause an injury if you don’t warm up before exercise?” I yelled.
Two more arrows hit the dirt, perilously close to my toes.
“Ok! I’m going! Jeez, you’re pushier than a door to door window salesman.”
I shut out the jeering that was almost deafening, concentrating on the seemingly innocuous starting room. Either the orcs were playing fair, or they were just too dumb to lay a sneaky trap within, but I made it through the first doors unscathed. 
“Is this one of the games where I can climb out and win?” I asked Gutrender.
“Nope. Make it to de end. Dat’s de only way.”
“And how many have made it to the end?”
“Let me fink.” He moved to count the blades on his arm with the spiked mace. “Oh, none. You might be da first.”
That didn’t fill me with much confidence. I was without my gear, but I still had my enhanced attributes. The room I was in was more a corridor, and I assumed by the snaking layout of the crane runners above, the entire thing would be of a similar design. I had flashbacks of Dark Souls and Tomb Raider, except I wasn’t as pretty as Lara or as dead as the protagonist in the former. Yet. 
“What do I get if I win?” I asked as a final question. 
“Food, sleep, then fight.”
“Great,” I muttered.
The floor ahead of me was caked with patches of dried blood. So too were the walls. The sheets of metal were so poorly fitted together that I couldn’t identify the threat from a convenient slit or grouping of holes. I saw shadowy faces peering out at me from the hidden side, and I took these to be the operators of whatever trickery awaited. My approach was the same as the deserter cave; slow and steady, using my foot in place of my sword to check for pitfalls and pressure plates. I was halfway down the passage when I sensed the throbbing heat emanating from the panels beside me. The gauntlet had steam operated traps, if the creak of expanding metal and hiss of pressure valves could be trusted. The patches of dried blood, both brown from humans and black from orcs, were a perfect warning sign. 
To my left, I heard the unseen machinery’s pitch increase, and dived forward into a full roll. The hidden blades swirled out of their slits like a fan, cutting the air where I had been only a split second ago. The sneaky little bastards had a second trap waiting, but with my enhanced agility, I turned the roll into another dive, missing the madly slicing blades by a few inches. I came to my feet, wondering if anyone had even made it past the first obstacle, let alone the rooms to come. If I hadn’t been blessed with my powers, I’d already be a quivering heap of crimson chunks.
Gutrender slow clapped my achievement and ordered the next door open. It rumbled open, and I was left in no doubt what awaited me on the other side. The scorch marks and heat stains on the metal were blindingly obvious. A pattern of square tiles stretched the entire fifty foot length, each about two foot in width. Ash fluttered in the cracks, telling me that people had made it here, and some no further. I spied little scraps of burned cloth and puddles of oil that could only be from the rendering down of people’s bodies. Their deaths had, once again, given me at least a vague idea of where the flame throwers were located. 
“Do you know how much stuff you could’ve done instead of wasting time building this?” I asked Gutrender.
“Yeah, but dis is more fun,” he cackled.
“I can teach you how to play cards if you’d like? A bit of Texas Hold ‘Em? Rummy?”
“Move!” he snapped, triggering a fresh shot from the orc watchers that chimed against the steel under my feet.
I had two options, and I opted for the first. Tucking my arms in, I pushed off and started running like the devil was on my arse. The trigger plates opened the hidden valves, the blasts of gas igniting a fraction later. I was already past the cones of flame that roared out in my wake. I didn’t slow even as I reached the end of the passage and slammed into the door with a resounding gong. I’d managed to throw my arms up in time, but my forearms and pelvis had crashed into the metal. A small portion of my health vanished, but it was better than the alternative and pre-cooking myself for their plates. 
Gutrender glared at me.
Alwyn smiled.
The next door opened and I moaned. A gigantic tear in the cave floor waited before me. As much as I hated embarrassing myself, I got on my hands and knees and crawled to the edge, expecting a pit of stakes. What I found was nothing. Literally. There was no bottom to the crevasse. The darkness eventually swallowed the sides of the hole. I picked up a small rock beside me and dropped it in, ignoring the dark laughter that rang all around me. I could hear the click-clack as it rebounded down, and down, and down, growing fainter until it could be heard no more. If I’d had a torch, I could well imagine the sputtering flame getting smaller and smaller until that too vanished from sight without ever touching the bottom.
“Fuck me,” I whispered. 
“Time ta swing, softmeat!” Gutrender yelled.
I looked up and saw what he was talking about. A framework of pipes suspended above the nothingness would see me across to safety. There was one major problem, and my gut churned as I looked at the source of my disgust. Baked skin hung from the pipes in various places, some even consisting of full hands that had clutched the pipes when the steam was directed through them. I imagined their owners lying broken into a thousand pieces at the bottom of the chasm. How long had they managed to hold on for before the pain became too much and they let go, leaving their palms and finger skin behind? 
I was about to find out. 
Standing beneath the first pipe, I gently tapped it. There was no steam currently surging through judging by the chill it carried. I almost facepalmed when I made to climb aboard without thinking. 
“Idiot,” I muttered, slipping off my top and tearing it apart. I wrapped the strips around and around, padding my hands.
“Oy!” Gutrender snapped as my insulated mittens grasped on to the frame. 
I monkeyed my way out, carrying the momentum forward with each swing.
“Burn ‘im off!” yelled the goblin king. 
I heard the hissing release of opened valves and the joints across the frame started to spurt clouds of steam indiscriminately. Trickles of boiling water started to stream down into the abyss. 
Even with the layers of fabric between my hand and the pipe, the heat started to radiate through from my compressive weight and my skin started to burn. I forced the agony away, taking the brief respite between swings to maintain my composure. Each grip ticked up the temperature by a couple of degrees, and by the time I was nearing the other side I could feel how mobile the skin of my palm was. The liquid beneath the blister moved around as I grasped on, the nerve endings screaming. I was two pipes away and my resolve started to fail. My brain begged me to let go, to not grab the next pipe, so I screamed at it to shut the fuck up. I felt both sacs burst, soaking the linen with serum that made my precarious grip almost impossible. On the final swing, I felt the entirety of my skin tear free under my bandages, and I couldn’t hold on any more. 
I fell into the waiting darkness.
The deadly descent was arrested by my underarms crashing into the other side, the impact slamming the rock into my chest. I started to slip backwards, and I scrabbled with my torn hands at the dust, my toes cutting themselves against the sheer face of the chasm. Managing to find a shallow groove, I stopped the slide and tried to draw a breath into my battered lungs. I was still in mortal danger, so I just clung there for a minute or two while I collected myself. The orcs were silent, waiting breathlessly for me to pitch backward into the depths. Testing the strength of my foothold, that was actually a toehold, I was able to push myself up slightly. Scraping back and forth on the ground before me with my skinless hand, I discovered a small divot. I slipped my fingertips into it and pulled, slowly, very slowly, inching up to safety. When I finally managed to get a knee over the rim, I hoisted myself over and slumped to the cold stone. 
“Holy shit,” I whispered, trembling from the fear and pain. 
“Bravo!” Alwyn cheered, “A reward is in order!”
She was talking directly to me, not the orcs, judging by her raised eyebrow. My quickslot bar and other abilities became active, and I gratefully took a health potion. The repairs were hidden beneath the bandages, and I sighed with bliss as the scorching throb abated. I wanted to cast my rat swarm on Gutrender, but I needed to pick my moment. They might do a bit of damage before he and his bodyguards put them down. It just wouldn’t be enough to make it worthwhile. My illuminated bar faded to grey as Alwyn reinstated the hex. 
I climbed to my feet and met the gaze of Gutrender who seemed less enthusiastic than when I’d entered the gauntlet. “Open the doors then!” I ordered, drawing a twitch of his eye. “I haven’t got all day.”
The way opened itself, revealing a large, open chamber. The bare stone floor held no plates or anything to worry me. What had me hesitating was the series of small, dark holes all around the perimeter. They reminded me of the first matriarch I’d fought and how her offspring had caught me completely by surprise. I hadn’t seen a single sign of vermin since I’d been down here; no skulking shadow, no little poo pellets. I expected rats were a particularly crunchy delicacy for the orcish hordes and the little blighters never lasted long if they did scurry into the mountain. The arrows plinking at my feet pushed me inside, and the doors slammed at my back. The crowd jostled and fought for position as they followed my progress from above. I sensed an even greater excitement in the air, and that in turn set my alarm bells ringing. 
“Tick-tock, softmeat!” Gutrender said, igniting a long fuse. “You’s still alive when it done, ya live.”
“When what’s done?” I asked, and wish I hadn’t. 
The little wagons that trundled into view from a dozen holes were the size of radio controlled cars I’d played with when I was younger. Their little chimneys puffed as they rolled on, almost cute in their toy-looking way. That was until I noticed the packages that each carried, their fuses fizzing too. 
“Oh shit!” I spat, trying to work out what to do. They had been released in a certain pattern that forced me to run away. I’d seen the damage the explosives could cause, and the orcs picking up hundreds of shields with little viewing holes didn’t fill me with hope. The first exploded, knocking me flat on my face. It hadn’t contained any shrapnel, but the next ones to blow sure did. I felt the slivers cut the air, dangerously close to my cowering form. They sang a tune as they ricocheted against the steel walls. Not that I could really hear it as the successive concussions nearly deafened me. The once clean air was filled with smoke from the filthy chemicals in the sticks. 
The next group appeared before I was even on my feet, one right by the side of me. I picked it up and tossed it across the room where it blew up two of the others. A smile formed on my lips and I picked up another, tossing it up into the crowd. The orcs bleated in terror, trying to push their way clear, but it was far too late. Various bits of orc and armour splashed and crashed into the arena. I hit the deck in a safe spot just as the rest detonated. A couple of slivers embedded in my lower legs and I bit down on my lip to divert attention from the pain. 
I jumped up again, running towards Gutrender’s platform. A hundred bows were trained on me, and he shook his head slowly in warning. 
“I just wanted to share the fun!” I explained. 
The furious goblin king ordered the next wave, which had twice the amount of its predecessor. I quickly worked out their routes, realised I had nowhere to go, so I did the only thing I could; I picked up two of the orc shields and turned them into a shell at either side of my body. Kneeling down, I pulled them in as tight as I could to myself. I was still exposed on two openings, but it was my only play. The cracks of explosion battered against the steel, knocking me around like a ship on a stormy ocean. I felt the shrapnel pepper my body, and cried out in pain. The blasts subsided, and I breathed in the acrid smoke. Laying the heavily buckled shield down, I looked up groggily at the timer and almost fainted with relief when the fuse sputtered out. 
In a daze, I staggered towards the next door, picking shards of black metal from all over my bleeding body. Alwyn once again unlocked my abilities, and the desire to change into a bird and fly away was almost overwhelming. In the back of my mind I knew all that would be left of me would be an arrow riddled, half-transformed abomination laying dead on the ground. Using the shadows between rooms, I healed myself in concealment as much as I could. 
I stepped through, ready for the next trial.
Two more hours of jumping, dodging, hurting, and healing passed in a blur. Much the same as the deserters, the effort put into the further rooms was far less intensive. The greenskins never imagined anyone would ever make it that far. 
Standing before the exit, I hammered on the door. “I’m done! Get me the hell out of here!”
Gutrender’s twitching eye was working overtime as he ordered it opened.
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Chapter 82

The Countdown Begins


“That was quite the spectacle,” said Alwyn, sitting on the rock near my cage. “You’ve got Gutrender rattled.” 
“Why would he be rattled? It’s not as if I can do anything to him, is it?” I argued.
“Firstly, you’re the only one who’s ever made it through without dying.”
“Barely.”
“Barely is still success. Secondly, he was hoping you’d die in a pathetic way and silence some of those among the greenskin leadership who say you’re a demon sent to kill them all.”
“Why would they even think that? It’s not as if this place has TikTok with one minute shorts of me killing the orcs, is it?”
“Do you think the scrying stone at the Timeless Tower was the only one?” she replied, raising an eyebrow.
“You have one here?” I asked. “Of course you do. So the head of the goblin army has been watching me in action?”
“Mmm-hmm,” she agreed.
That meant everything I could do was already known to him. “That’s why he asked you to hex me? To stop me having my powers in the gauntlet?”
“Oh no, that was all me. When I said he’s seen you, I meant he’s seen what I wanted him to see.”
“He doesn’t know about my gifts then?”
“Not an inkling. Your trick with the demon? Exquisite. Your pillars of holy light? Magnificent.”
I was confused, which seemed to be my state of mind for at least half my time on Kherrash. “But why keep it to yourself?”
“Let’s just say I’m no fool. I’ve seen the onslaught of Milton’s forces. I know which way the war ends if we don’t crush the two armies that are marching on the mountains.”
She paused, as if that was enough of an explanation. “I have no idea what you’re talking about.”
“Gutrender has been scared into paralysis. When he saw the wall hold and the barbarians flood into the south, he’s decided to just hunker down in here. You know as well as I do that he could survive in here for years without your friends being able to get inside.”
“You’re talking in circles and making my head pound. Get to the point.”
“The point is simple. I want you to kill Gutrender when you face him in the pit.”
“I don’t stand a chance without my powers. He’ll cut me to pieces.”
“And that’s why, despite your previous trickery, I’ll release the hex while you’re in there.”
“What if I can’t help myself and throw a few demons your way?” I asked, holding her stare.
“Then I replace the hex and you get torn to pieces.”
I scowled at the sorceress. “And what do you get out of it?”
“An army, and the freedom to choose what to do with it,” she said, matter-of-factly.
“The greenskins will follow your orders? Why wouldn’t they worship me as their leader instead?”
“Because you’ll pledge to me once you’ve won,” she replied, smiling her shark smile.
“And why would I do that?”
Alwyn waved her staff at me. “Because I can tear your mind apart. And if that’s not enough of an incentive, then you’re forgetting I can strike at your friends with impunity. I’ve ridden the same trails they’re marching through. A fiery tempest raining down on them might upset their plans. Imagine Sunlith’s skin peeling from her bones.”
“You want the army so you can attack, rather than hiding out in here? More of my friends will die anyway. Forget it.”
She wagged a finger at me. “I said the freedom to choose, remember. What if we emerged from Whitespear as the conquering heroes, the orcs army cowed at our back?”
“Aren’t you forgetting your crimes? The kidnapping of the other sorcerers. The tens of thousands already dead after you advised Gutrender? I doubt the Dawnstars will be too forgiving.”
“What proof have they that I was advising him? Your word? Guesswork by Ilfred? I can weave a suitably believable story of imprisonment and torture, don’t you worry. I just need you to agree that if the time comes, you’ll play along. Isn’t that worth your life and the lives of your friends?”
I kept my lips locked tight. Was this one of those occasions where I could bypass the boss fight by securing an alternative means of success? Possibly, but that didn’t alter the fact she was a raging, psychotic bitch who was responsible for suffering on a massive scale. If she lived, then what were the chances she would just inveigle her way back into Milton’s good graces and then take over the weakened kingdom that way? I looked behind me at the rock. I returned my gaze to the hard place sat in front of me. I was days away from rescue and completely stuck. 
“Ok,” I sighed. “I’ll do it. On one condition.”
“And that is?”
“You promise me the fighting is done. The orcs go back to their caverns, and you go back to being an advisor. You know my gifts. You know why I’m here and for whom. Believe me when I say you can’t win this.”
Alwyn gave it some thought, and I could almost see the lies flickering behind her eyes. “Agreed!”
“You’ll be happy just being the arch-sorceress again?”
“I will.”
“How will you convince the others that you’re not dangerous to them?”
“Little fly,” she cooed, “I was simply keeping them out of harm’s way. Did anyone get hurt? Of course not. I put them in the one place they were guaranteed to be out of the war.”
She had a really good point to argue there, but I had to know. “Why were they up there? What were you planning on doing with them?”
“I didn’t want them interfering with my plans.” 
I sensed that was only half the truth, but left it alone. “How about you take that hex off then? I can get myself ready that way.”
“The last time I tried that your little friend gave me a nip.”
“Trust needs to be built over time. I’m trusting you, how about you show some towards me?”
“You might have me at a bit of a disadvantage right now, but don’t push it,” she snapped. “I’ll release you when you step in the pit for the first bout. I suggest you keep the more interesting tricks to yourself until Gutrender crashes in to kill you.”
“Use the element of surprise?”
“Yes, you could say it like that.”
“Do you know when I’ll be fighting?” I asked, nervously. There was still much that could go wrong. I wasn’t in friendly territory by a long shot. The whole horde could decide I needed to die and pile in to kill me after their leader fell. Hell, I could get killed in the first battle. 
“This evening.”
I pulled a face, waving my arms to show the rock and lack of a sun to judge the time.
“A few hours from now. Get some rest,” she said, standing up. “And watch out for that.” She pointed at the dripping steel. “It’s getting worse. Hopefully it doesn’t snap open and drown you in molten metal before you get a chance to help me.”
I shimmied away from the slow drip and sat with my back to the door. “Thanks for the comforting thought. Can’t you see if there’s another cell free?”
“There are others, but they aren’t for gifted people like you,” she said, leaving me to stare fearfully at the leaking trough. 
Minutes passed, feeling like hours as they counted down to the final confrontation. I chanced a look at my dead HUD, and one of the tabs was still active. Probably because it wasn’t linked to combat. My earlier efforts had netted me a new achievement.
Achievement Unlocked – Gauntlet Runner
Description – You were meant to burn, or fall, or be cut to pieces, or be blown up, but you just refuse to die. You’re like a British John McClane, minus the Christmas setting and bloody feet. Yippee Ki-Yay Mother Fucker!
Reward - +2 Dexterity
I heard renewed footsteps and expected Alwyn to be coming back for another chat, but I looked over my shoulder to see Kur carrying more food and water, wincing with each step.
“Hey! It’s good to see you, mate!”
He staggered to a halt and stared at me. “Really? No one’s ever said that to me before.”
“It’s a tougher crowd in here, I agree. I’m still happy to see a friendly face.”
“Even if it is green?” he countered.
“We can get you makeup that will hide that shade. How about a bit of white foundation and black lipstick? We’ll get you all gothed up? You can start hanging around graveyards and spooking people.”
He chuckled. “I have no idea what that means, but I like the sound of it.”
“It’s just me being silly because I’m nervous. How are you?” I asked as he slipped the food and drink in to me after I moved out of the way.
“Me?” he frowned. “What does it matter how I am?”
“I’m just making small talk, Kur. How’s your back feeling? They gave you a bit of a kicking.”
He scowled at me, obviously unused to any kind of interest in his wellbeing. “It’s sore, but getting better. The one good thing about being an orc is that we heal quickly.”
“You shouldn’t need to heal quickly at all,” I said, sourly. “The wankers should leave you alone.”
“Such is life,” Kur replied, hissing in pain as he sat.
“Would you be able to tell me more about it? Your life, I mean?” I tore at the crusty bread, expecting maggots to come pouring out. What I got instead was a puff of delicious scent from the freshly baked treat. Stuffing the chunk in my mouth, the soft dough was delectable. “This is so good,” I mumbled with my mouth full.
Kur grinned. “Thank you. And what would you like to know?”
“I’ve been thinking about the barbarians. I thought we would have to fight them, but in the end, we managed to gain their trust.”
“And you think the orcs might be open to this too?” 
“I doubt it, but I thought I’d ask. It strikes me that a lot of their anger is driven by the goblin generals at their back. Once we wiped them out at the wall, the rest of the orcs fled.”
“I’m not surprised,” said Kur.
“I was just wondering if the orcs have always been so bloodthirsty? How much of their nature is beaten in to them, so to speak.”
Kur looked away, the horror plain on his face. “We’re taken from the breasts of our mothers before we can walk. The overseers spend years trying to inure us to pain, to drive out all fear, to instil a hatred of men that has endured for millennia. They’re mostly successful on all but the fear. What creature doesn’t fear death? It never made sense to me.”
“We learn that bravery can’t exist without fear,” I replied. “We fear death every bit as much as you do, believe me. It’s a shame the cycle can’t be broken. It’s like Kherrash is just going through the same shit, over and over and over again.”
“It’s how it has always been. Like the sun rising, or the rains falling. It just is.”
“I wish I could help. You could trade technology for food and other stuff like that.”
Kur smiled at my naivete. “The only thing we do with technology is kill better. I think your plan is doomed to failure.”
He was probably right. It had worked for the barbarians because their change in circumstance had been so recent and their minds were open to it. The greenskins had a thousand generations of violence and death baked into their very being. I was likely to be fed my own giblets over the negotiating table than reach an amicable resolution. 
“It’s your fault I’m even talking about it!”
“Me? Why?”
“Because you’re just so normal. Reasonable. Friendly.”
Kur shifted uncomfortably at the praise, a mannerism I was becoming familiar with. “I’m the exception, remember.”
“What are the women like? Are they bred for war? Are they trained to ignore pain?”
“Like I said, they are treated well. They are the only reason we go on.”
“Are they forced to breed?”
“Not at all. They couple up like you humans are wont to do. Only the bravest warriors earn the right to marry. Orcs who rise to warchief are guaranteed their pick.”
“Even though your uprisings have been put down each time?”
“Let me try again. Warchiefs who make it back are guaranteed their pick. That way the bloodlines stay strong.”
“Didn’t the first hundred invasions failing make the leaders think about another approach?” I asked.
“Have you seen the current leader? He’s insane. His predecessors haven’t been much better.”
“And the goblins come from the same place the orcs do?” 
Kur shook his head fearfully. “Oh no. The goblins come from a darker, deeper place. The two species never mix.”
“But the weaker goblins rule over the stronger orcs. I don’t understand it.”
“You said it before. Technology. Every time they rise again, their machines are that much more dangerous. Anyone fool enough to go against their orders is mashed up or chopped to pieces. Given the choice between fighting or going in the roller blender, is it any wonder we fear them? They maintain discipline with wanton murder.”
“What do you think would happen if the link was severed between the orcs and goblins?”
Kur made to answer, but no words came out. He frowned as he thought about it. “Honestly? Probably nothing. The orcs would just appoint a new warboss to lead the fight.”
“That’s a shame. And what if Alwyn took over? You know I’ve got to fight in the pit later, don’t you? If I can kill Gutrender, she will become the leader.”
Kur shrugged. “The orcs only respect strength. She is human, but very, very strong. Her magic is her shield.”
“Do you know where most of her power comes from?” I asked.
“I’ve seen it,” Kur replied.
I shuffled closer to the bars if that was possible. “What is it?”
He saw it in his mind’s eye. “A rock that glows, the size of my fist. Pale blue, almost white, like the moon, held in the hand of a figure that has become part of the mountain. The miners found it by accident months ago. She arrived uninvited soon after.”
“You mean a stone like the one in the staff she wields?”
“No, it’s bigger. The figure is twice the size of any orc, and the rock is too,” Kur explained.
“If it’s so powerful, I’m surprised she hasn’t removed it.”
“She tried, with our help. The thick fingers are immune to pick or chisel, but the stone itself is extremely fragile. One of the miners accidentally chipped it and the rumour is Alwyn torched everyone within the room. No one’s been near it since.”
If the stone was as magically powerful as she thought, I thanked the gods that she hadn’t managed to pry it loose. She would’ve been a psychotic, pinched-faced, Galadriel, crushing all before her. 
“Kur, do you want all this shit to be over? For a while, anyway?”
“Of course. As much as they hurt and humiliate me, they’re still my people.”
“Ok, I’ve got an idea,” I said, urging him to come closer.
I started to whisper in his thick, hairy ear.
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Chapter 83

Boglug Gutrender


I was taken from my cell with a smidgen more respect than when I had been dragged to the gauntlet. The greenskins had seen my speed and skill on display as I dodged the blades and fire. My escort led me to a holding area and I felt like a boxer, waiting in the dressing room for the call. I’d walk out to a bit of “Kung-Fu Fighting” or “Eye of the Tiger” and strut around the ring while psyching my opponent out. I suspected my efforts would be wasted considering the creatures I faced were nearly twice my size. Would they feel the same once they got the full measure of my enhanced abilities? Time would tell.  
The lock snicked and Alwyn entered through the steel door.
“Come to say goodbye?” I asked.
“I’ve come to wish you luck and remind you of our pact. If you manage to kill the goblin king, you’re going to stand behind my claim.”
“Yeah, yeah. Then you go to Milton and tell him of how you subjugated the orcs and ended the war.”
“Exactly,” she replied, with a cold smile.
“Are you going to take this hex off then? I’ll be fighting in a minute.”
“Are you going to behave?” she asked sarcastically.
“You’re far more powerful than me. I made a stupid mistake before.”
“Yes, you did. I don’t blame you though; I’d have tried to kill me too if I was in your position.”
“That’s comforting.” I held my arms out to show off my rags. “Well?”
The smile vanished and she glared at me. “Remember our bargain, little fly,” she said, and I felt the weight of magical bonds disappear. 
I equipped my armour and weapons. She was in range of my sword, begging to be cut down, but I held back. The debuff from Spidey had done hardly anything, and I was under no illusions that my own level would fare any better. The toxin might make her a little groggy, but not enough that she wouldn’t just incinerate my face. “Thank you.”
“You’re welcome. And good luck. If the fates smile upon you, the war may be at an end by nightfall.”
“Let’s hope so,” I replied, and she strode from the room with a grace that made it look as if she was gliding instead of walking. 
Left to my own devices in the empty room, I began pacing as nervous energy coursed through me. I wondered how many people had stood within the same four, rocky walls, pondering what the next hour would bring. I could almost feel their ghostly emanations of terror radiating from the beyond. I tested my armour by performing some agile rolls, which had only improved with my allocation of the skill points. Hilde’s work was like a second skin, pliant and accommodating as I lurched to and fro, practicing my parries and thrusts. 
I went over my quickslot bar, ensuring my health potions and spells were within easy reach. My plan was to leave the more powerful abilities hidden until I had the main man in the pit with me. Of course, there was the saying about best laid plans and them going to shit, but at least I had a vague idea of what I was doing. 
I felt a faint rumble beneath my feet. Streamers of dust fell from the fissures in the rock above me. My first though was earthquake, but then the inner door was unlocked and swung open and I could hear the cheers and stamping feet. Thousands upon thousands of them. 
I heard renewed movement at my back and found a group of orcs moving in to position in case I should try and run. “Move!” snapped the leader, pointing down the long passage. 
I complied, trying to maintain my cool. It was harder than I could’ve imagined. I felt like the characters in films and games, nearing the end of the journey, yet knowing the hardest part was still to be faced. The sheer amount of flowing adrenaline was making my body tremble; I had to get control of it or I’d shake myself to pieces. 
“Fru dere!” the orc barked, indicating an open gate set within bars of steel like my cage. 
The little stones beneath my feet were skittering from the combined power of the crowd yelling and stomping. My view changed from the narrow tunnel to an almost indescribable scene. When they had mentioned the pit, I was expecting a literal pit. Ten feet deep, twenty wide, with blood-soaked sand on the floor. The site of my final battle was an enormous arena set within a gemstone flecked cavern. The precious crystals in the roof and walls must’ve been worth a king’s ransom. It was almost as impressive as the Roman coliseum that I’d visited once, only on an orcish scale. There was no intricate stonework on display, just the usual, highly suspect steel and timber construction that had created the gauntlet’s walls. Rows of seating stretched up from the lowest viewing area, that was a good twelve feet high, encircling the massive space. I was amazed that the entire thing hadn’t broken apart and killed thousands. 
Gutrender’s suit hissed and spat as he stood within his private box. Smoke from his chimney curled out from around the steel roof. He held up the blades and the inhuman din gradually died away. 
“Boys! We got a show for ya today. A few of da up ‘n cummas wants a shot at bein’ a warboss. But first, we’s got a score ta settle!”
The amphitheatre erupted as my enemy marched from the other tunnel. It was my old friend Golag. He played up to the crowd, waving his massive axe around, eliciting yet more deafening cheers. 
“Fight!” Gutrender yelled, barely heard over the cheers.
Golag ran at me, five hundred pounds of raging green fury. I waited patiently, my stance ready. The orc raised his weapon, hefting it over his shoulder. If I’d been stupid enough to hold my ground, Golag would’ve run me down like a freight train. But I wasn’t stupid. He swung the axe, and I slipped sideways, sticking out my foot. The charge and momentum of his attack spun him round in a pirouette before he smashed into the ground. Taking a cue from Sun, I walked over and slashed at his thick neck while he tried to shake off the daze. Golag’s head thudded into the dirt at my feet and I kicked it away like a football. 
You could’ve heard a pin drop. 
“Is that it?” I mocked. “This is the best you can come up with?”
I knew my mouth was a problem, especially when the same door opened and a huge warg ran into the arena, topped with Chot the Flatulent. The toots that escaped his saddled arse mirrored the bounding leaps of his mount. When the creature was almost on me, I wound up my shield and flung it at the goblin, face down. It whirled like an enchanted frisbee, smashing Chot from his perch with the crunch of shattered ribs. I dived aside as his pet leaped, the warg’s claws missing me by inches as it slammed and rolled in the dust. While the animal thrashed on the floor to get back up, I casually walked to the goblin and ended him with a downward thrust through his black heart. All my previous talk about not enjoying watching the lights go out in my enemy’s eyes was forgotten as I held Chot’s dying glare. 
I heard the panting and pad of paws. Whirling around, I yelled, “Sit!” 
The beast flinched, then stopped mid-charge. It walked up to me, head lowered. Sniffing at my hands and lower legs, I think he caught the scent of Fen. Whatever went on in his lupine mind, he decided I was a friend and left me alone. Cocking his hind leg, the creature peed on Chot’s corpse. 
“Savage,” I said, chuckling. 
Trotting back to the entrance, he stood on his back paws and scratched at the steel, leaving score marks in the metal until they let him through. 
It went on like this for an hour or more, until the final orc lay dead at my feet. None of the greenskins were inclined to enter and clean up the bodies, so I was left walking between corpses in varying states of dismemberment. This was my opportunity, so I pointed at Gutrender. 
“I want you! Fight me!”
The mechanised goblin looked around uncertainly. 
“Fight me or come down and lick my boot! The choice is yours!” I made a point of turning to the crowd. “My name is Optimus Maximus Decimal Place! Father to a golden Labrador. Husband to a shitty business. And I will have my vengeance, preferably in this life, because dying sucks.”
The crowd jeered and threw objects and drinks at me that are best not mentioned. 
I turned back to my foe. “You follow this coward? I’ve had shits that were more dangerous.”
A few among the crowd started to laugh but quickly fell silent when the goblin tried to identify them. “You want’s it?” Gutrender snapped. “You’s got it!”
He stormed out of view, but the clanking hiss gave me an exact location for most of his angry approach. I was expecting to fight in the slaughterhouse, but an army of greenskins poured through both doors, collecting the bodies, heads, and limbs. A second wave of orcs hurried in, laden with dozens of buckets of dried mud. They doused the black pools of spilled blood liberally, providing traction for the steel feet of their master. I’d looted as much as I could, and none of it was of much use. Just coin and trash armour. 
When the cleaners had left, the arena fell into silence. I caught Alwyn’s eye and she gave me a wink. 
Eugh. Rancid hag. 
The squeal-thunk of Gutrender’s suit carried out from the open doorway across from me. The black smoke emerged first, curling up around the frame. The goblin king stomped into view, followed by his dutiful coal team. A pair of small, twisted greenskins were mounted on the mech, one to each shoulder. My eagerness to get stuck in ebbed away a little now that the massive construct stood before me. My initial plan to pelt his exposed body with any weapon I had in my inventory had been thwarted. A shell had been bolted in to place, only showing his evil little face through a small viewing window. He was a reverse Terminator; an exoskeleton surrounding living tissue. 
“Well, shit,” I huffed. 
Name – Boglug Gutrender (Level 14) (Boss)
Description – The legendary tinkerer himself. Locked away in the darkness below Whitespear Mountian, the king of goblins mastered the use of steam to power his war machine. Limitless metal ore and manpower resulted in some of the most messed up creations to ever hit a battlefield or steampunk festival. Destroy this monstrosity and move one step closer to the salvation of Kherrash.
Weakness – Poison 
Immunities - None
The two fuel orcs on the cart went into a frenzy, tossing great shovelfuls of coal into the furnace, bathing them in an orange glow. The trough carrying team below prepared themselves, ready to scuttle after their boss into battle. 
“Ready ta git mashed?” Gutrender yelled.
I ignored him and summoned my matriarch swarm. Unseen at his back, my rodent army surged from their magical nest and tore into the group of orcs. The weight shifted as they panicked, tossing the coal-dusted feeders into the waiting teeth and claws of my friends. Unable to support the ton of black ore, the metal container slammed to the ground, crushing three of the luckier orcs who escaped being eaten. The rest were swiftly dispatched before Gutrender even started to turn. 
“Wot?” he snapped at the sight of the dead and dying.
“Looks like you’re running on empty,” I called, back in cheesy action hero mode. 
“I gonna kill ya!” he roared, clomping towards me.
“We’ll see how tough you are once the fire goes out!”
The suit was far more agile than I’d given it credit for. Whatever mix of machinery and magic was controlling it, Gutrender picked up quite a speed. He raised the spiked fist, and little puffs of steam burst from a set of tubes lining the forearm. The solid steel arrows thudded into my shield and breastplate, piercing my chest by a couple of inches through the armour. He wound up his scissor claws and swiped at me. I managed to dodge to the side just in time, but my health had already taken a knock from the unexpected projectiles. The little fucker had more tricks than David Copperfield. I ran away, yanking the shafts out and popping a health potion. 
“Git back ‘ere!” he cried. 
I turned to face my enemy, wary of his arm. Boiling water trickled from the tubes, indicating it was a one and done deal. His spiked fist and cutting hand would still mess up my day in the worst possible way, not to mention the two imp type creatures which were strapped in to their little pods either side of the “head”. I was expecting mini crossbows, but when I saw the sparkling fizz, I groaned. They lobbed the sticks of dynamite at me, and I had to throw up my shield when I saw how little remained of the fuse. I was smashed back by the detonation, the blast buckling my lower leg armour. I was a minute or more away from a health pot, so I limped away while the creatures lit fresh explosives. Their short arms limited the range of attack, but the wave of energy and heat still punched into my back as I fled. 
The size of the arena worked in my favour for the short term. Gutrender stalked me, cutting off my avenues of getting past him. Another pair of sticks flipped towards me, and I was forced to activate holy shield. I shrank away as they blew. Inside the protective sphere, I watched the flames curl around me in beautiful shades of red and orange. Gutrender charged, and I dodged beneath the legs as the mech tried to crush me against the wall. It crashed into the steel, reeling back from the impact. I cast smite on the left hand figure, expecting the energy to hit the mountain way over my head and do nothing. My mouth dropped when a glowing portal bloomed to life in the cavern roof, directing the beam exactly where I wanted it to go. The imp-like figure squealed as he burned to death, the explosive in his hand already ignited. It fell inside the pod, the sparks disappearing from view. 
Gutrender was already clomping towards me when it detonated, taking the rest of the sticks with it. Engulfed in a massive fireball, the suit was knocked off course and forced to a knee as hydraulic fluid and steam hissed from the damaged section. I went full on machine gun as I had with Shinara, pelting the dazed companion with torches. Unable to unstrap himself, he held up hands protectively as my flaming brands smacked into his body and arms, dropping into his pod. The goblin king was trying to get to his feet, but my pyromaniac efforts paid off when I heard a fresh series of fizzing break out from the explosives on his other shoulder. These blew too, vaporising the imp and swatting the massive suit in the other direction. I ran towards it, hoping to take advantage of the shock. The fist that was pressed into the ground for support lashed out as I neared, smashing me back the way I’d come. Its thick spikes had punctured my stomach and groin. When I finally landed in the mud, I screamed at the agony, feeling like my bollocks had been dipped in acid. I necked a triple health pot, stitching my nethers back together again. 
We both stood simultaneously. My health was ticking up, and Gutrender’s was still at full. The damage to his outer shell hadn’t harmed him at all, though the fluids that coughed and spluttered from the sundered pipes had at least slowed him down. The furnace at his back was split, spilling glowing coals out that shattered, kicking up showers of sparks. 
If I’d had some archery skill, I would’ve attempted some critical shots through the small porthole that held his face. He’d been angry before, and now it was twisted into a mask of purest hatred. The time had come to put my combat skills to the test. I stood my ground as the snicking blades snapped eagerly as Gutrender approached. He attempted to catch my upper body between the scissors, but I ducked out of the way and tried to puncture the base of the steel cocoon. My blade scratched the metal, sliding to the side, and cutting into the softer link at the top of its leg. A gout of greasy fluid squirted, soaking my weapon and hand. As I tried to pull it free, the oil made me lose grip on the sword. The spiked fist wound up and slammed down where I’d just been standing. I came to my feet from the roll and the jaws of the other hand caught me around the midsection. Gutrender cackled, lifting me from the ground, and beginning to squeeze. I felt the sturdy armour begin to buckle, digging into my sides painfully.
“Anyfink ta say, softmeat?” Gutrender asked, displaying my kicking form to the crowd who cheered. “I’s gonna chop ya in two.”
Fighting back against the pain, I had only one shot of escaping bisection. I took out my sharktooth dagger and jammed it into a cog attached to the wrist. The slotted metal rotated, jamming tight against the weapon. Gutrender shrieked in rage, trying to force the blades to clamp shut. If my dagger had been normal, the incredible pressure brought to bear would’ve snapped it like a twig. Being a creation of godlike aliens, the upper arm ruptured instead, spewing steam and hydraulic fluid all over the arena. The limb shuddered before seizing solid. 
“I’ll mash ya!” he shrieked.
I was clamped tightly in the jaws while the goblin king raised his fist. One blow from that massive ball of spiked steel would spurt my guts out through my arse. Everything I had was on cooldown, and I waited for the inevitable.
Until a thought struck me and I equipped my silkweb armour instead. Without the heavy plate all around me, I simply twisted and dropped, just as the club fist did the same. Gutrender smashed his own arm apart, and I dived to the side just in time to avoid the debris. The damage to the suit was nearing critical levels, as the spewing steam and smoke attested to. His poisonous little face glowered at me, but I could see the doubt written plainly. An item I’d all but forgotten flashed into my head, and I pulled it from the inventory. Winding up my arm, I pitched the second jar of oil I’d taken from the deserter cave at the mech. The ceramic caught the edge of the viewing window a glancing blow, shattering it into a dozen pieces. Enough of the flammable liquid made it into the cockpit where the bleeding heat from the furnace at his back ignited it. I wasn’t sure if it was the goblin king screaming or the escaping jet of steam and fire that burst from the circular window. It didn’t matter. Gutrender’s health dropped like a stone as the burning debuff ate into him. The suit twitched once, then collapsed to its knees where it continued to burn. 
My level pinged up, exceedingly loud in the now silent auditorium. 
I almost couldn’t believe I’d done it, but the fight was not yet over as I summoned something else.
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Chapter 84

Alwyn


The arena stunk of orc blood and the amalgam of Gutrender’s burning corpse and suit. I moved to the wreck and pulled out a cloth, using the extra grip provided by the fabric to yank my weapon free. I left my heavy armour in my pack, opting to use the light set, sword, and shield. Alwyn was on her feet, clapping furiously. The orcs remained silent until she torched a whole row with a jet of flame from her hand. Those not killed outright fought desperately to stop the fire spreading while the rest joined in the applause. 
I used the distraction to whisper into the object in my palm. 
The arch-sorceress blinked out of existence, only to appear at my side and make me flinch, nearly dropping the small item. Before she could see what I was doing, I popped it away and prayed the message had gone out. 
“Bravo, champion! Bravo!” she trilled, raising my sword arm in victory. “I knew my friend would prevail against your king. Does anyone else dare challenge him?”
The uproar died away, leaving only the fearful faces of the broken warriors.
“None?” she asked.
I checked her level. It was still ridiculously high.
“So be it!” she cried. “Brave warriors of the mountain, you are defeated. The Dawnstars draw nearer by the day. Without a voice to bridge the two factions, they will wipe you out down to the last orc. They might even chance going deeper, to root you out and end the threat once and for all. Only I can be that voice. Only I can divert their wrath and allow you to retreat with dignity. Mark, will you stand with me? Will you name me the queen of the greenskins and be my champion forevermore?”
I studied her level once again. 
It was unmoved. 
Damn.
“No,” I said, reluctantly. “I don’t stand with you. In fact, I challenge you, Alwyn.”
Her oh-so-reasonable face was wiped away and the familiar look of a bulldog chewing a wasp was back. She started to shake with anger, and I backtracked a few paces, waiting for the crippling agony to go supernova in my head, followed by a quick crisping. The putrid green stone on her staff started to glow more fiercely as its wielder lost control. 
“I’ll kill you! I’ll kill all of you!” she screamed, raising her arms towards me. 
Instead of blinding pain in my head, a fireball burst from her free hand. I was almost too slow to block it, but I just about managed to raise my shield in time. It crashed into my elven barrier, bursting apart harmlessly. I returned the favour with a few torches that arced towards her robes. 
She vanished again, appearing at my back.
I heard her whispered incantation and started to run. The swirling pillar of fire blazed to life, taking on a mind of its own and homing in on me wherever I ran. I circled back towards her, calling forth my rat minions. They eagerly appeared, ready to rend and tear, only to find there was nothing there as she vanished again. 
“Fuck!” 
I felt the increasing heat at my back as the spell neared. Unable to outrun it, I dropped to my knees and raised my shield like an umbrella. The searing column of burning energy hit the metal, pressing me down with its force. The overwhelming heat started to burn my skin and armour, so I activated Spidey. He jumped on her again without fear, providing a distraction that cut off the flame like a valve had been closed. I popped a health potion to undo the damage she’d caused, but I was only delaying the inevitable. She was just too powerful and blinked away, leaving my spider standing uselessly. The sum total of my arachnid companion’s damage was a measly sliver of her health bar. The poison and paralysing debuff ticked away, drastically reduced in effect and time by her level. A series of fireballs ended my eight legged friend, only the smoking tips of his legs remaining. 
The smite cooldown ended, and I tried to pin her beneath the righteous light. Spying the opening portal above her head, Alwyn just teleported away again. The beam managed to scour away some dust and orc blood, and that was that. I had nothing left that could touch her except for my bow, which was likely to injure me worse than her anyway. She must’ve sensed my waning gifts as a nasty little grin spread across her thin, cruel lips. 
“Well, little fly, you put up quite the fight. Or rather, you didn’t at all,” she commiserated. To the crowd, she said, “Once I’ve ended this upstart, do any of you dare stand against me?”
The orcs shuffled miserably, shaking their heads. 
“Do you accept me as your ruler, or must I scour the roots of this mountain of your taint?”
They grunted in the affirmative that she was their queen.
“Good,” she said, slowly turning back to me. “And now for you, little fly.”
“I’ll still accept your surrender, Alwyn,” I offered. “This is your last chance.”
A fireball was her reply. Then another. And another. I rolled back and forth, dodging them with ease. It wasn’t a game I could play forever. Her mana reserves were inexhaustible, but my energy wasn’t. Inside my head, I was begging for her staff to destroy my ability to think and feel before the fateful spell could burn me alive. Like all evil fuckers, she seemed quite content to torture me right up until the point my body finally succumbed to the flames. Smite came off cooldown, and I activated it instinctively. She saw the halo of shimmering gold appear, and laughed while activating her teleport spell. When the brilliant glow of power struck her head and upper body, I almost believed I was imagining it. Her cry of pain banished that notion, and she reeled away, batting at the holy heat which blistered her skin. 
“How?” she screeched, aiming her staff at me. 
I shied away, fearing the pain which had so thoroughly broken me before. When nothing happened, I cracked an eye and found her looking at the weapon in confusion. The previously glowing crystal was now just a dull green stone. 
Kur had achieved the impossible and I wanted to kiss those tusked lips. 
“What have you done?” she demanded, her face a patchwork of red lesions.
“The treasure you found is now dust. My friend destroyed your stone.”
A flash of fear lit up her features a second before a fireball flew at me. I took the flaming sphere directly on my shield, so she fired another at me. I took this one too, then the next, each one weakening as she depleted her now very finite reserves of magic. 
“What have you done?” she shrieked, sensing her diminished level.
“A little gift from your old friend, Ilfred,” I replied, listening to the whispers through the stone I held to my ear. They were little more than the same faint sounds you could hear with a large shell, like the ghosts of tides long since receded. “Did you think there wasn’t a way to curtail your power? Once I’d freed the others, they scoured every scroll in that tower to find the one they were looking for. A hex of their own; secret, hidden, almost forgotten because it had been so long since a sorcerer turned against Kherrash. But Ilfred remembered.”
Alwyn tried to throw another fireball, but all that burst from her hand was a few sparks. “What is this?” She looked at the uncooperative extremity in disbelief.
“A level playing field. I’ll allow you to go and get some armour and a sword, then we continue the fight.”
She looked like a rabbit in the headlights, shocked into paralysis. “But I’m not a warrior.”
“And I’m not a sorcerer. Up until a few weeks ago, I wasn’t even a warrior either. Go and get ready,” I urged, and the orcs dutifully opened the way I had entered.
“But you have your gifts! You’ll burn me with your light!”
“I won’t use any of them. We’ll meet as equals.”
“No we won’t!” she snapped, whirling towards the silent crowd. “You! Kill him! I order it!”
Their impassive faces looked on. They were beaten, and they knew it. So was the architect of their schemes as she screamed obscenities at the onlookers. 
“If any of you want to join her, I’ll let you come down too,” I offered the orcs. “Strength in numbers and all that.”
None took my offer. Alwyn was reduced to running at the wall and attempting to climb out. She managed to make it up to the rim without breaking her neck, but the unforgiving orcs prevented her from climbing to freedom. Every time she went to cock her leg over, giving an altogether unladylike view of her underwear as the robes rolled up, they just pushed it back over. Her threats were empty and they knew it. She managed to conjure one small burst of flame that scorched one of the onlookers slightly, receiving a brutal push for her efforts. I heard her leg break as she landed awkwardly in the dust. Her scream echoed around the cavern.
“How long will this last?” I asked the small white stone.
The ghostly whispers that came back were clear; not much longer. Alwyn was like a pressure cooker, each minute that passed brought us closer to the explosion. It wasn’t even a conscious struggle, it was simply her subdued magical power trying to throw off the shackles that the combined weight of the living sorcerers had brought to bear on her. 
“How long?” I asked.
The hushed reply had my stomach dropping. Alwyn’s wasted time had, in effect, put paid to my offer of fighting fairly. It was now life or death. Mine or hers. I started walking towards her crawling form, my legs feeling leaden. She caught sight of me and started to whimper, trying even harder to get away, her floppy limb following reluctantly. There was a trail of blood left in the dirt where the bone had pierced the skin, and I had to force the pity deep, deep down. The most humane thing to do to a wounded animal is to end its suffering, but in Alwyn’s case, she would soon be back to full power in spite of the injury. I would be the one put out of my misery, and with forewarning of what we could do to her, I doubted the sorceress would allow it to happen again. I would respawn, facing a much more dangerous opponent. 
Still, as I stalked her, my feet leaving impressions in her spilled blood, I hesitated. I’d killed, even executed sleeping men, but I’ll be damned if my oh-so-moralistic code didn’t have me questioning if this was right. I knew that if this was an arch-sorcerer laid before me, I wouldn’t feel as conflicted, and that pissed me off. The woman was evil with a capital E, the blood of tens of thousands on her hands. Without Alwyn’s guidance, the orc hordes could’ve possibly been turned back long before they wrought so much damage. Now I was white-knighting, or simping, or whatever derogatory term referred to a man acting differently because it was a women before him. 
“Please,” she begged, rolling over. The pain and exhaustion had finished her. “Don’t hurt me anymore.”
So many lives lost.
She looked so frail and innocent.
“I’m sorry,” she sobbed.
The voices in my head were growing frantic. Their warnings stark.
Her tears tugged at my heart.
“You can spare me. I won’t hurt anyone.” 
So many castles, towns, and villages. Just like Astrid’s. The image of the child’s corpse rotating on the spit smashed through my doubt. 
“Plea…” Alwyn began, until my sword pierced her heart. 
Pinned to the floor by my impaling thrust, she gaped up at me, a trickle of blood escaping her lips. I pulled out my sword, and the trickle turned into a deluge as the severed arteries flooded her lungs. The first dagger I’d looted spoke of a wound to my soul, and as I watched the evil woman die, it felt just like that. What did it say about me that I mourned her more because she was, in a stern, sharp-featured way, more beautiful than my other enemies. Jesus. What a fucking douche I was. 
Her eyes glazed over, ending the torrent of blood that had poured out of her mouth. Alwyn lay on her back, the crimson fluid filled to brimming at her lips like the goblets I’d shared with Randulf, her head surrounded by a thick red halo. I found it difficult to look away until I heard the nervous shuffling of a thousand orcs. Turning my attention to the crowd, they stared at me and the death I’d delivered to the very heart of their lair. The dark blood of their kin had seeped through the dust, painting the ground with black stains. Gutrender’s body and machine were still a smoking ruin. And now their fiery mistress lay slain at my feet. 
What could I say now? I was weary beyond words, but not from the fighting. “Anyone else?” I asked, the bloody sword hanging limply at my side.
They continued to stare down at me and it was starting to grate on my nerves.
“What do you want from me? If you want war, my friends will be here soon. We can finish this at the foot of the mountain!”
“I think they want you to dismiss them,” said Kur at my back, startling me. “We have no leader, no figurehead. It is within your power to banish us back to the deeps, where we will scheme and plot until another rises to take Gutrender’s place.”
I’d planted many seeds since setting foot on Kherrash, and I decided to plant one more. It was going into dry, tainted, unfertile soil, but I sowed it regardless. I hoped my prayers would be the first droplets of rain.
“If you ever want another way, a better way, where you can live in peace with your women and children, then consider this offer. I will tell the Dawnstars that you are a proud race. I will tell them that you can be more than an enemy. You may never become friends, but picture a future where you trade ore and gems for food and land. Where you will have your own place to call home that isn’t hidden by a million tons of rock, cut off forever from the light. The goblins are your enemy. They use you like cattle, to die at their whims. Seek them out in the darkness, and kill them all.”
No one replied. No one moved. 
“Leave, now, and think on what I’ve said.”
They all started shuffling away, not giving any sign that they gave two shits for my corny speech. I figured I had to give it a shot. Who knew what could happen in ten years. Or twenty. A tiny green bud might sprout from the ground, offering a chance at peace between the two races. Kur turned away to join the march of the conquered.
“Hey!” I called.
“Yes, Mark?” Kur replied.
“I wasn’t talking to you when I said about going back down into the mountain.”
He smiled at me. “Where else would I go?”
“With me, out into Kherrash.”
“But they’ll kill me in a heartbeat,” he protested.
“No, they won’t. Not after I tell them who and what you are. You’ll be safe. I can’t promise you won’t get some cruel words and looks, but you won’t get beaten. You have my word on that.”
“Why would you do this?”
“Because I think you can be the first part of a potential bridge between your people and mine. You’re articulate and kind.”
“I’m an aberration. Nothing more.”
“What if they,” I pointed to the dwindling crowd. “are the aberration? What if you are what orcs are meant to be?”
“Do you think that’s the case?”
“Mate, I have no fucking idea, but I won’t let you go back with them to get battered on a daily basis. You can help me with what comes next, and I think that might just cement your place within Milton’s, and more importantly, the people’s minds.”
“What do you propose?” he asked.
“Firstly, I need to loot the bodies and then get the hell out of this place. Do you know the way to the surface?” 
“I do. It’s a bit of a slog, but you seem strong enough to make it.”
“Good man. Shall we load up some pork and bread for the journey? You know the way to the kitchen.”
Kur smiled and nodded. “Follow me.”
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Chapter 85

Meeting The Grand Marshal


We’d taken our fill of goods from the larder. I’d looked away from the more familiar shaped carcasses that hung in the cold store, lest I change my mind and follow the orcs into the bowels of the mountain and spend the next year hacking them to pieces. The likelihood was that if I attacked, they would just head topside again, and the fight I’d averted with Milton would happen, costing many lives. Enough people had already paid the price, and I thought of Cuthwin and his desire to impress Sun. This way, his honour was still intact, and they could retire to her fjord to meet the future in-laws.  
“Good luck,” I said with a smile.
Kur looked back at me. “I’m sorry?” 
“Just thinking out loud, mate. How much further?”
“We’re nearly at the cave mouth.”
“I’m surprised how much I’ve missed the light.”
Kur grunted in agreement, though it had been far longer for him. Years in fact. Our journey had taken two days, and in that time we’d passed several thousand more orcs. They trudged past us without making eye contact after word had spread from within of Gutrender’s death. I know I’d sworn to kill them all, but Kur had shown me something that I couldn’t ignore. Without the goblins to manipulate them, the warriors looked lost and forlorn. I hoped that one day they might emerge into the light of both the sun, and a brighter future. Right now, they needed to stew in their crushing defeat, like five hundred pound toddlers on the naughty step. 
At the penultimate cavern where the faint glow of the outside world could be seen, I witnessed the first potential shoot from my planted seed. Dozens of goblin bodies littered the ground, their ghastly wounds caused by orc weapons. I was almost as taken aback by the room itself as I was the slaughter. The cranes and gantries of the engineering bay were a slapdash construction of steel and wood. They had been working on a large number of similar steam vehicles to those we’d faced at the wall. Dozers, launchers, and others that didn’t seem to have a purpose. I could feel heat pouring from a cave that adjoined the larger room, and a cursory peek found their forge, the untended fire waning. It was enormous, and far in advance of anything the humans had come up with. Smelting pots and pipe extruders. I expected Cyril to spend the next few years ferreting around in there, soaking up the technology like Sun had soaked up the ability to read. I wondered if it would be a mistake to advance the kingdom by the equivalent of five hundred to a thousand years over night, but it was largely out of my hands. I couldn’t tear the place apart, and my realm points gave no option to seal the cave. 
It'll be what it’ll be.
We finally reached the gaping mouth of Whitespear Mountain, and I spent several minutes marvelling at the scene. We were thousands of feet above sea level, the breeze around us carrying the chill down from the snow-capped peaks. The morning sun blazed between two distant mountains to the east, shimmering through the clinging mists. Lush forests and sprawling green farmland stretched out for countless miles to the south. I had no idea how long it would take for people to dare set foot in this region again, but I suspected it would be years. With so many lives lost, it might even fall to the barbarians to settle and repopulate the land. They would have the best of both worlds, a new, fertile home, and the ability to solidify the new alliance we’d brought about.
“Quite a view,” remarked Kur, breathing deeply.
After the stink of the orc lair, the air was beautifully crisp and clean. 
“You’ve got that right.” 
I could just make out the closest citadel on its rocky perch about ten miles away. From our position, it was hard to imagine that this stunning kingdom had just gone through a devastating war. I spotted something else to the east. It was just a flicker through the forest canopy, but it had me weak kneed and laugh-sobbing. It was the glorious red of the Dawnstar army, only a few miles away. 
“There’s my friends,” I choked out, pointing to the spot on the horizon.
Kur’s excitement about being outside faltered. “And my enemy.”
“Not any more. You can trust me on that.”
“Would it be better if I hid inside until you had the chance to explain the situation?”
“Not at all. You’re coming to meet the grand marshal, mate. Come on, time’s wasting.”
Kur was less than enthusiastic and fell into a brooding silence as we walked down the gently sloping face toward the valley floor. The grass within the churned tracks from the previous machines had mostly grown back. It was funny how no matter what was thrown at it, life always went on. Kherrash would be the same, I was certain of it. 
I took the time to open my loot boxes while my green friend speculated on his future. Alwyn’s body had dropped something I’m sure the sorcerer’s would be interested in. I didn’t need to check the homeward stones to know what they were for. The things that did pique my interest were the small slivers of glimmering stone.
Item – Shards of Khad (Legendary) 
Type – Craftable (Combination)
Description – Shards from the body of the first golem to ever exist. These fragments can be combined with a golem heart to create a simulacrum of Khad, a companion that can be summoned by the bearer. 
User Requirements – Intelligence 14 (Crafting Level 12)
Effect – Golem companion summonable.
Misc – Due to the power of the construct, it can only be summoned for 1 hour per day.
It was outside of my skill level currently, but damn, that would be a sweet addition to my war effort. It still came back to the obvious point of whether I would gimp myself by rushing towards the requirements for the summon. I needed the strength and dexterity to fight more skilfully. This war had proved the value of a straight up brawler class. I’d have died multiple times if I hadn’t had the paladin gifts and armour from Hilde. 
I checked over Alwyn’s weapon, but at present it was little more than a thick stick to beat people with. The dullness of the once glowing stone was confirmed by its description.
Item – Staff of the Defiler (Legendary) (Depleted)
Type – Weapon (Spellcasting)
Description – Staff of the sorcerer Ivress Harper, first magic user to walk the kingdom of Kherrash. The healer at first used his gifts to help the people, but over time, a dark voice called to him from the mountains. Ivress followed the siren song into the darkness. What came down from that accursed place was not the same man. After years of horror, the earliest ancestors of the Dawnstars formed an army and chased the sorcerer back into the depths of Whitespear. He was never seen again.
User Requirements – Intelligence 14 Wisdom 12
Effect – Can cause Crippling Mind on opponent. Some creatures are resistant to this debuff.
Increased spell attack power by 33% 
Misc – Can be sanctified to become Staff of the Purifier.
Requires strong magical essence to replenish power.
After my victory, Kur had explained the twisted, calcified figure who was monstrous in size and appearance. It could only have been Ivress, and lord knew how many centuries he’d sat on the throne shaped rock, undisturbed until Gutrender’s expansion had uncovered him. The gem that powered the stolen weapon had been destroyed, and I would need to boost my stats and find another before the staff could be used. It joined much of the other useless stuff in the bottom of my pack. I found no mention of her teleport ability, which was a shame. It might’ve just been her stupidly high level and the subsequent unlocking of the skill, much the same way as my paladin abilities were becoming available.
I moved on to the two boss boxes, leaving the achievements alone for the time being. Second best went first, and Alwyn’s prizes dropped into my inventory. 
Item – Helm of the Kohren Templar (Legendary) (Set piece)
Type – Armour (Heavy)
Description – The blessed helm of the Kohren order of noble templar. The thirteen  warriors vanquished the demon lord Volgus who invaded their world with his army of shades. 
User Requirements – Strength 10 Dexterity 10 Wisdom 8
Effect – Increase to physical resistance
Increase to magical resistance
Increase damage to Smite
Misc – Resistance values increased when in presence of demonic enemies
Set - ???
“Nice,” I exclaimed. The hidden values were only low, but it appeared they would stack with other parts of the set. My difficulty was the fact that I had no way of grinding Alwyn’s battle to get more drops. I would just have to hope for good luck going forward. I equipped the piece, and it didn’t cause issues with its difference to Hilde’s work. The magical nature of the item melded it seamlessly to the overall set I was wearing.
Next up was something a little better than my useless bow. Hell, it was a lot better. 
Item – Crossbow of Holy Bolts (Legendary) 
Type – Weapon (Ranged)
Description – This magical weapon was used by the vampire hunter Terrence Van Hailsong. Though not killing Remus Dayender outright, the projectiles wore down the ancient being, allowing Terrence’s ashwood stake to be driven through his black, undead heart.
User Requirements – Strength 8 Dexterity 10
Effect – Fires divine bolts that appear once the string is drawn. No ammunition is needed.
Misc - 50% extra damage to undead enemies
The hero’s surname was far too familiar for my liking, but I put it out of my head. I had the equivalent of a medieval gun. An aim and shoot weapon that didn’t require the skill and nuance of a standard bow. I could yank and pew until all the undead were properly dead again. All in all, Alwyn’s loot had been pretty decent. Now it was time to check Gutrender’s drops and box. His body yielded a great utility ability.
Item – Goblin Die-Nah-Might? Template (Epic) 
Type – Crafting Recipe
Description – Have you ever wanted to lose various parts of your body to accidental explosive damage? Now you can! With these patented volatile bombs, you can maim yourself and everyone you care about. Make sure your health insurance is up to date. Probably best to update your will too. You don’t want the government getting your coin.
User Requirements – Intelligence 8 (Crafting Level 8)
Effect – Allows crafting of goblin explosives
Misc – Practice makes perfect. Higher levels will yield more powerful - and more stable - dynamite. 
I had a mountain of the makings in my pack, just not the knowhow. I set twenty to begin construction, closed the tab, and moved onto the final boss box. The first item in the loot went some way to confirming my hope that the aliens were guiding the drops in some way. The evil nature of many of them had left me wondering if they planned on making me fallen, or if they just liked the names and abilities. 
Item – Cuirass of the Kohren Templar (Legendary) (Set piece)
Type – Armour (Heavy)
Description – The blessed torso armour of the Kohren order of noble templar.
User Requirements – Strength 10 Dexterity 10 Wisdom 8
Effect – Increase to physical resistance
Increase to magical resistance
Increase damage to Smite
Misc – Resistance values increased when in presence of demonic enemies
Set - ???
The increase to my power when facing demons felt like they were guiding me toward hellscape nightmare, but that was way down on my list of worlds to pick. I knew that I would have to face beings like Sar’Ozan at some point. I would put that meeting off for as long as possible if I could. 
The final drop had me conflicted as it took away two valuable perks. 
Item – Aegis of the Lightbringer (Legendary) 
Type – Armour (shield)
Description – This shield was bequeathed to the legendary monster hunter; Nathaniel Millard. His bravery and combat prowess saw legions of undead fall before his divine fury. Only by the summoning of the Dracolich Xaddros could he be stopped. The body of the lightbringer still rots to this day in the cold belly of the undead dragon, the world trapped in perpetual night.
User Requirements – Strength 10 Dexterity 10
Effect – Provides resistance to physical attacks
Provides skill – Shield Bash (Level 1)
Misc – Holy Aura while equipped, lowering stats of nearby undead enemies.
I would lose my magical resistance and passive healing. I had the option of equipping the Bulwark of Laeroth outside of combat to replenish my health, though. The skill that came with my new item was too tempting to ignore. “I’m not going there! You can pack that shit in!” I called, startling Kur.
“Thinking out loud again?” he asked.
“Something like that.”
The head of the Dawnstar army appeared, led by the grand marshal himself. A few of his knights made to charge at us, or in particular Kur, but the man raised an arm, stilling them immediately. Sun was at his side, as was Trystan, Thomas, Hæfnir, and a couple of the other barbarian generals. It filled me with pride to see them all so at ease with one another. Sun and Milton trotted towards us, leaving the others to spread out and form up into battle lines.
“There’s no need to prepare, marshal. It’s over.”
The grand marshal was in his late forties, with a sprinkling of grey in his beard and sideburns. His eyes were dark brown, warm and watchful. I noticed far more laughter lines than the crows feet of extended scowling. His armour was every bit as regal as his bearing. Gold coated steel in exquisitely crafted pieces. He climbed down from his horse, eyeing us both up. 
“Over, is it? Well you can be the one to tell the men they’ve marched for a week for nothing,” he said, chuckling and offering a hand.
I looked at it.
“Your strange customs have been explained to me, Englander,” he said. “This shaking of hands is a formal greeting.”
“It is,” I replied, grasping it firmly.
To my surprise, he turned to Kur and instead of trying to skewer him with his sword, Milton held out his hand again. My orc friend didn’t quite know what to do at first, so I motioned towards the gesture and raised my eyebrows to say go for it!
“I’m Kur,” he said, replicating my movement. “I’m an orc.”
The grand marshal did his best to hide the accidental grinding of bones from the massive strength of my companion. “Thank you for telling me, I’d have never known otherwise.”
Kur shuffled awkwardly, looking at Milton and then the thousands of faces that glowered and stared from the army.
“It’s a joke, Kur. The grand marshal was making a joke.”
“Oh,” he replied, unsmiling.
I left him to it and turned back to Milton. “It’s a pleasure to finally meet you, sire.”
“The pleasure is all mine, Mark. The last time I was here the orcs sent us fleeing with our tails between our legs. It was a rout. Your friends have been telling me quite the tale since you arrived to lend us aid. Lone missions to root out deserters and free the sorcerers. A fiendish plan to rekindle our peace with the barbarians. Two momentous battles, and now this? A man and an orc stood before the mountain that has caused us so much misery, casual as you like. Is Gutrender dead?”
“He and Alwyn both.”
“Remarkable,” he whispered. “And the orcs? Present company excepted, of course.”
“They’re heading back to the bowels of the mountain,” I answered.
“And your friend here?” asked Milton.
“Consider him a bridge. A conduit. Whatever you want to call it. You still have a sizeable number of your castles under occupation, right?”
“Eighteen by my last count,” Milton agreed.
“I’ve got a proposal,” I began. “Well, it’s more of an order. I know you marshals don’t like being told what to do, but I’ll consider this my price for saving your kingdom, ok?”
Milton grinned. “I can see why Randulf was so perplexed by you,” he said. “Please, continue.”
“Kur will be your voice with the greenskins. Let him bring an offer of surrender to the occupiers.”
“My men won’t like that,” Milton warned. “The orcs have killed many of their friends and family.”
“And we’ve killed thousands of theirs. This isn’t a request, it will be done. If they refuse, then you can do whatever you want with them. Burn them out. Starve them. I don’t care. But, if they do give up, you guarantee safe passage back to the mountain. The goblins are the real enemy now. I’m trying to convince the orcs to wipe them out, and showing mercy right now would help massively.”
“Mark, you’ve seen for yourself what they’ve done to Kherrash.”
“I know!” I snapped. “More than most. Do this one thing for me. Then when they’re safely locked away, have Hæfnir and the barbarians help to build a wall or fortress here that will withstand the next uprising. If they should throw off the shackles of the goblins, you need to be ready to move on. To set the past aside, if you can.”
“Do you think that’s possible?”
I looked to Kur who had no answer either. “Fuck knows, but it costs nothing to try. Might I also suggest you offer to trade with the orcs that you free. Plant your own seeds of possibility in their heads. If you have spare grain, consider leaving some inside the mountain. Anything to try and pry off the little fingers of the goblins. Kur will tell you all about their life and what they’re put through. You might have a new outlook once he has.”
“For what you have done for my people, I’ll do it,” Milton confirmed. “Though I have less hope than you, I’m afraid to say.”
“I understand that. I really do. Oh, there’s one more thing before we go and see the others.”
“If it is in my power, it shall be done.”
“Don’t freak out, ok?” I asked, and the grand marshal pursed his lips in confusion. 
That was until I emptied my pack of Edric’s horses that I’d collected from the stable, including Bolt. The army at his back gasped in shock, but the leader was inscrutable. 
“Nice trick,” he said. “What am I to do with them?”
“They belonged to a friend of mine. I want them taken care of for the rest of their days. No ploughing, no hard work, just running free, and eating oats and apples.”
“My daughters will be delighted to add them to their collection. Never have I seen a stable of such coddled beasts. They live better than I do.”
“Good man.”
The horses wandered off and started to graze, except for Bolt who trotted to join Sun and Duke. Lady remained loyally at my side.
“Now that you’re here, are we going to set up camp and spend the night?” I asked. “I think a celebration is in order.”
“We don’t have much in the way of ale,” Milton apologised. 
“I think most will be happy to be alive.” I climbed into Lady’s saddle and trotted up next to him. “After you, sire.”
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Chapter 86

Homeward Bound


The party had been raging for hours. By the way the soldiers were celebrating, you’d have been forgiven for thinking they had wine in their mugs instead of water. Their joy was derived from a combination of two things; firstly that the deadly battle they’d been preparing for had been averted, and secondly that their impossible position had been turned around and they were now safe. For a few decades, anyway. Longer, I hoped, if the orcs could see sense. I looked back at the silent, brooding mountain, and wondered what was going on in the caves, miles below the surface. Were the goblins rampaging, putting the beaten orcs to death? Or had the orcs repeated their butchery of the engineering bay and finally put their masters down for good? I had no idea. In truth, they were both likely now they were back with their own kind, wondering what went wrong when they had been unstoppable.  
I’d happened, that’s what, and my pride did another little jig. When my inner dancer had slunk off the dancefloor and sat down, I moved somewhere quiet and pulled up the final tabs. One of the flashing lights had me bubbling with excitement, but I left it for last. The title of the first achievement was a crime against the English language. 
Achievement Unlocked – Gutrender Ender
Description – The mechanical monstrosity is nothing more than a pile of scrap, ready to be melted down. He thought he was indestructible, but you proved otherwise. 
Reward – Ring of Looting
It was more a utility piece than a boost to my character. Equipping it meant I no longer had to think about picking through the corpses of my enemies. Their salvageable goods would automatically enter my pack. I’ll admit I was a little miffed that it wasn’t better, but I had received a massive amount of top tier loot already, and I was only in the first world. I moved on to the next.
Achievement Unlocked – Saviour of Kherrash! 
Description – The people of the kingdom can breathe easily once more. The green menace has been crushed beneath your boot heel. May peace last for a thousand years. 
Reward – Ability – Shimmer Strike (Level 1)
My tab was flashing, so I checked over the ability.
Skill – Shimmer Strike (Level 1)
Description – When wearing light armour, you may phase from the shadows without moving to inflict a stealth strike on the enemy. Higher level enemies and bosses have resistance to the skill.
By the sounds of it, the skill was a small scale teleportation spell, which gave me hope that at some point I might get an actual teleportation spell. There would be no way around it if it ever came up as a reward. I would boost my stats to utilise that skill, no matter what it cost my fighting proficiency. Being able to pull an Alwyn when in combat was just too valuable. She’d made me look like a noob. There was one more waiting to be opened. 
Achievement Unlocked – Unstoppable!
Description – The first world is completed, and still you elude the skeletal hand of Death. Though he stalks your every step, you show the middle finger to the scythe wielding horror, which only makes him angrier. Beware.
Reward – Bottomless Large Health Potion (Locked to you, will not affect others)
It was a shame I couldn’t go full Dr Quinn, Medicine Woman on people, tipping my liquid into their gullets, but I did have over forty of the consumable ones left. At least the reward meant I had one less thing to concern myself with.
I was left with the last tab, which had been greyed out until now. I selected Celestial Affinities and two options popped up.
Affinity - Xorakk, god of Orcs and the Endless Hordes
Description – Warchief of warchiefs. Xorakk laid waste to twenty-six worlds with his greenskin army, until the gods saw fit to challenge him. Their champion, Temeriel, was slain, and so the orc took his rightful place in the Realm of the Watchers. He now looks down on all orcs, everywhere.
Effect – +2 to Juggernaut
+2 to Frenzy 
+2 to Damage Absorption
- 1 to Paladin Divinity
Affinity – Allazora, god of Elemental Magic 
Description – Allazora, third daughter of Danyel, Elder God of Magic. From her first days in the heavens, she displayed an affinity for all things elemental, mastering earth, wind, water, and fire. Her father, sensing her love for the natural world, made her the deity of it all. 
Effect - +2 to Casting Speed
+2 to Spell Power
+2 to Mana Regeneration
+1 to Paladin Divinity
“Well, that sucks,” I grumbled. If I picked the god that most suited my combat style, it meant I had to sacrifice some of my paladin status. How much it would take to make me fallen was unknown, as were the consequences. There was always the option of wasting the affinity entirely, but I wasn’t prepared to do that. I knew the threats I faced, and selected Xorakk. I heard a dark, orcish chuckle echo in my mind as the power flooded through me. As I became an honorary greenskin, I wondered again at the alien’s efforts to weigh the loot, and now affinities, in a darker direction. They’d arrived as infallible exterminators from another dimension. Over time, I’d started to doubt they were as all-seeing and all-knowing as I’d first thought.
With everything in the world now claimed, I had the last two paladin levels to allocate. I added two more points to strength and dexterity, further embedding my growing power as a melee fighter. It was a relief in a way, because the further I moved away from a wide distribution of the points in an effort to be all things, it made the choices easier. With my new skill and affinity, I changed up my combat points and chose damage absorption again, and another point in assassin to accentuate shimmer strike. I pulled up my new character sheet, and it was now far more healthy.
Name: Mark Craig
Gender: Male
Race: Human
Class: Paladin
Level: 10 
Strength: 15
Dexterity: 16
Constitution: 12
Intelligence: 6 
Wisdom: 7
Charisma: 12
Luck: 9
Alignment: 
Divine (-1 from affinity)
Skills: 
Horse Riding (Level 10)
Holy Shield (Level 6)
Stoicism
Smite (Level 5)
Lay On Hands (Level 5)
Shimmer Strike (Level 2)
Shield Bash (Level 1)
Abilities: 
Quest Tracker
Tattoo - Fated (AOE)
Tattoo - Eagle Form 
Superhero Landing (Level 7)
Water Breathing
Night Eyes (Level 6) – deserter cave
Perks:
Minor Disease Resistance
Explosive Weapon Damage +50%
Celestial Affinities: 
Xorakk, god of Orcs and the Endless Hordes
Happy, or as close as I could be, with the choices and loot, I’d then spent a good while outside of my comfort zone, walking between the burning campfires and talking to the men. Some I had fought with on the wall, others had been part of Milton’s forces. What made me even happier was that they were welcoming to the barbarians too. A few groups kept to themselves, but for the most part, the two armies mingled with a casual ease. Judging by the conversations I’d had, the fighting had been brutal in the south. The orcs within the docks and port fortress had been well entrenched. Blood had been shed on both sides by the bucketful. A bond forged in battle had formed, one that hadn’t existed before during the times of trade. Now, all was cheerful camaraderie. Our soldiers demonstrated their fireside games, and the barbarians did likewise. The ogres did their best to join in, but their massive fingers couldn’t play with the dice properly. Some of the brutes put on a display of wrestling, the ground shaking as they threw each other around. The three disparate armies in the camp cheered them on as if they had always belonged.
Kur had stayed by the grand marshal’s tent with the others, feeling completely out of place. Another reason I had spent time with the men was to inform them of the orc’s kindness and how they literally owed their lives to him after his efforts in destroying the crystal. Once I finally returned, the whispers had done the rounds of the entire camp and no one was glaring at him anymore. 
“Hey, mate,” I said, joining them all. “You ok?”
“Just getting used to being the odd one out all over again.”
“Give it until morning. They’ll be singing a different tune.”
Milton nodded. “I agree with Mark, my friend. You must appreciate, we’ve marched for days for a confrontation that never came. You’re a reminder of what has happened, and what has been avoided. A warrior will get themselves into a state of mind where they need the release of battle.”
“We call it psyching yourself up. You get the adrenaline surging, ready to fight, and then if nothing happens the body is still primed. They’ll be calmer by tomorrow. This,” I said, indicating the rowdy camp. “is them letting off that steam.”
“That’s exactly right, Mark. Might I ask you a question?”
“Go for it,” I said.
“Will you be staying with us? I can use a man like you in my council. It would come with a sizeable estate and title, of course.”
“I can’t stay,” I replied, bluntly. 
“That’s a real shame. Where will you go?”
“Wherever I must,” I said, cryptically. Only Sun knew what my words meant. 
Leaving Kherrash was more than an unwillingness to hang around on my part. Once I’d finished talking to the grand marshal earlier, a timer had appeared in my screen indicating the countdown to my removal from the world entirely. I had just under two hours left, and I absolutely loathed the aliens for it. I wouldn’t be able to say goodbye to my new friends. I’d hoped the sorcerers and their returned homeward stones would’ve been able to get me to Astrid, Romund, and the others, but the nearest portal to their location was a half days ride away. In my rage I’d tried to banish the countdown and only succeeded in messing up my HUD. A tree deep within the surrounding forest had sated my wrath and I emerged drenched in sweat, covered in sawdust, my sword-arm numb. 
I’d had to settle for a few hastily scribbled notes on the grand marshal’s advisor’s paper with quill and ink. And let me tell you, that shit is harder than it looks. The feathers are delicate, and my hands were used to ballpoint pens. I broke several before I found the right pressure. My scrawl was less eighth century monk and more current-day meth-addled spider monkey. Just in case, I gave further messages to Thomas who would spend the next few weeks distributing them among those who had given me friendship and comfort in their strange land. He assured me of the strength of his memory, and even hours later my pop quizzes had been answered correctly. I raised my cup to him, and he did the same. 
“We have some noble beauties who might sway your decision,” Milton offered with a wry smile.
“I’m sure they’re lovely, but the decision is out of my hands.”
Milton raised his own goblet to toast me. “Well, wherever you go, know that you go with our thanks, and love. I have no doubt your calling is a worthy one. To Mark!”
The group chorused my name. It then spread to the next fire, and the next, until the night was alive with the ringing of my name throughout the camp. 
I blushed furiously and turned to Thomas, hoping to change the subject. “How’s Marcus?”
“Fit and well and acting like a fool brother always acts,” he replied. “The grand marshal is right. We owe you everything, my friend.”
“Deliver my messages and we’ll call it even,” I said with a wink. 
“Cyril sends his best wishes too,” said Trystan who had been staring at the flames intently for over an hour, barely sipping at his water. I’d noticed him come out of his fugue a few moments ago, looking around at us as if seeing us for the first time. I guessed it was his way of working through the horror of the past few months, or at least the first step on a very long journey. 
“Say hi when you pass back that way. Tell him I hope the wall stays up a little longer this time.”
“Without rolling boom wagons to knock it down, I think it might be fine,” he replied.
I snapped my fingers as the mention of the wall reminded me of something. “Oh, that reminds me, Marshal. Did you send a crow to the wall to summon him? The technology inside the cave there,” I pointed back up the gently sloped base of the mountain. “will completely transform your way of life. I don’t mean that lightly, I’m talking about automation and machines that will revolutionise farming, and everything else in this world.”
“You speak as if you know of these wonders,” said Milton.
“I’ll share some things with you all, not that you’ll believe it. We had this technology mastered hundreds of years ago. It propelled our society into advances that allow us to travel into space.” I pointed up at the ghostly sphere half hidden by the clouds. “We’ve put men on our own version of your moon. We flew them into space, like birds.” 
I watched with amusement as my companions looked back and forth between me and the object hundreds of thousands of miles away.
“What is it made of?” asked Thomas, eagerly. “Our mother always said it was mouldy cheese, that’s why its grey and has holes all over it.”
I laughed. “We used to say the same thing. It’s actually just a dead rock. It has no air to breathe, no life on it whatsoever. It’s that ball of floating rock that controls the tides. It pulls the water in and out as it cycles around the planet.”
I felt like a teacher again. The gaping mouths were not of children, or even in my early days here, a heavily tattooed barbarian, but of great leaders and warriors. 
“Are you saying we too might fly up there one day?” asked Trystan. He was completely enthralled with my lesson. “Like a great bird? With wings?”
“Not in your lifetime. Maybe not in your grandchildren’s grandchildren’s lifetime, but one day, yes. Before then, you’ll create a world far different than the one you see today. I pray you don’t follow in our footsteps, though.”
“How so?” asked Thomas.
“Because as much as we use technology to help us, so too do we use it to kill each other. Imagine a machine that can fly on its own, able to drop bombs that make the goblin explosives look like a rain dampened cookfire. We have weapons that can shoot the equivalent of fifty, sixty, seventy bolts a second.”
“A second?” Thomas gasped. “How do they crank it so quickly?”
“Like I said, we’re way ahead of you folk, but you have a chance to do it better. If anyone suggests using the inventions to make things that kill, banish them to the forest. Or dump them in a hole. You’ll be saving countless lives.”
“Hundreds of millions,” Sun added, recalling our chat. 
We talked for a good while about my world, most of it being met with incredulous faces or similar gasps to that of Thomas. What I’d described was just too big, too interconnected, too fast, for them to comprehend. When I explained that you could fly halfway around the world in a single day, I lost them. They couldn’t comprehend the speed, when in Kherrash it took weeks to cover just a few hundred miles. We turned to reminiscing about the friends we’d made, and those we’d said goodbye to. This was a kingdom in mourning, and that would last for a long while after I was gone. I would take my own grief with me, and it was only going to build as I encountered new challenges. 
My timer was at five minutes, and I stood up to leave. “I’ve got to go now. I can’t tell you how much I appreciate each and every one of you. My arrival was a bit of a trial, but after the first misunderstanding where you almost tortured me, things just fell in to place. Your world is lucky to have such great rulers. Hæfnir, be loyal to Sun. She’s an angel. Try and keep Ak and the other ogre lords in line if you can. Milton, listen to your people. Your common people. They have bled as much as anyone in this war. Spread the advances and wealth that it will create far and wide. Do not hoard it for yourselves, or I’ll come back for other reasons. And Sun, you’ve…”
“Quiet!” she snapped, jumping to her feet. “Come with me!”
She grabbed me by the arm and dragged me through the camp, much to the amusement of the soldiers. When we were safely out of sight in the forest, she stopped pulling.
“I only wanted to say goodbye,” I protested. “I’ll be gone in fifty two seconds. Fifty one.”
“The words on my screen are asking if I want to join you,” she said.
My jaw fell open. “What?”
“It says join Mark yes no.”
Why had I taught her to read? “No, you’ve got a life here. Stay and be with your parents, with Cuthwin.”
“They will wait for me.”
“Sun, no!” I said firmly. “I’m going to vile places to fight vile things. I won’t put you through that.”
“You’re not putting me through that. It’s my choice to go with you.”
“Please, don’t!” I begged, becoming desperate as the ten second mark ticked away.
“You need me,” she argued.
“Kherrash needs you. Your parents need you. Cuthwin needs you.”
She stared at me as the last seconds ticked away.
Three.
Two. 
One. 
And boom, the world of orcs and goblins vanished in a supernova of white light. 
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Chapter 87

The Price


The familiar surroundings of the selection room weren’t comforting in the slightest. In fact, I took out my anger at my rapid removal from the world by smashing the floating tablet to pieces. The fragments vanished, and a new one appeared magically in the middle of the room. I did a very Mark thing, and beat the shit out of that one too. Six more fell to my petulant fury before I finally gave up. 
“Why did you take me straight out, you pricks?” I yelled. “You sent me to save people and then didn’t give me the time to say goodbye? It’s not as if we’re pressed for time, is it?”
I stood there, steaming with anger.
“Fuck this, I’m out. Where’s the get out of jail free tab?”
It appeared in the centre of my HUD, and I was about to select leave when Bart appeared. He wasn’t smiling. In fact, he carried every one of his fake eighty years as he looked at me. 
“Hello, Mark,” he said, wearily.
“Bart, what the hell was that? You couldn’t give me a few days to say goodbye?”
“These decisions are taken far above me. For what it’s worth, I’m sorry,” he droned, sounding anything but.
“You realise I very nearly quit just then, don’t you?”
He nodded, the head seeming to weigh a thousand pounds. “I do.”
“And you’re here to stop me?”
“No. You must do what you feel is right.”
“What I feel is…” I began, then hesitated. “Wait, what happened to you after you vanished?”
“I was disciplined, and rightly so,” he replied.
“Jesus, Stockholm Syndrome much? You just gave me some information that didn’t impact the world at all. So what?”
“Information I wasn’t supposed to give, Mark.”
“It worked, though, didn’t it? I’m still here.”
“Only if you want to be. You can leave now if you wish.”
I couldn’t help myself. I grabbed Bart by the shoulders and shook him. “What the hell happened to you? Where’s the piss and vinegar Bart that tore me a new arsehole when I was in the cell? Don’t you care anymore?”
The ancient, jaundiced eyes looked at me. It was like the lights were on but no one was home. Another thought hit me and I let him go, backing away a few steps. 
“Who are you?” I asked, cautiously, looking for any subterfuge.
“I’m Bart,” he replied.
“Bullshit!” I snapped. Either they had broken him completely, or the thing that stood before me wasn’t the cheeky-chappy who had greeted me in the tutorial safe room all those weeks ago. Either way, my guard was firmly up. “What happens now?”
“You either pick a world or you don’t.”
“And what if I do?”
“You’ll be sent home for an hour. It will be timed. Consider it a gift.” The words coming out of his mouth were almost robotic.
“An hour as opposed to total freedom if I quit?”
“That is your choice to make.”
“Fuck this. You’re creeping me the hell out,” I muttered, moving to the selection screen while keeping a wary eye on Not-Bart. The tutorial dungeon and the orc world were now green and unable to be chosen. I flipped the page and found one of the rows of question marks had revealed itself. I groaned at the mangled title.
E.T. The Extra-Terrorestrial – There’s no cute bulb fingering going on here. No Drew Barrymore. No other actors whom we can’t quite remember. There is no home to phone. This is a full on war of the world, and we’re losing. They appeared one bright summer morning, bringing death and destruction with them. The military bases were hit first, then the cities, then everything else. Atmospheric bombardment gave way to a full on ground invasion. The resistance is barely holding on, and they need your help!
World size – Large
The next one was thrilling, and also utterly terrifying. 
A Greek Tragedy – Olympus is falling. The gods bicker and make war against each other for amusement. Meanwhile, the people of Greece are beset by the forces of Atlantis, and creatures of darkest nightmare sent by Hades from the underworld. Face your fears and save the civilisation from the selfish deities. Minotaur and Medusa. Pandora and the Titans. Great threats await in this world of gods and men.
World size - Large
“No thanks,” I said, flipping back and making my selection.
“You’ve made your choice. Now you return home for one hour. Enjoy.”
He vanished again and I felt… unclean. Or something like that. My entire body was itching as if I’d come into contact with something bad. If it had been Bart, they’d performed the alien equivalent of a lobotomy. If it was someone else, then where was my sponsor? I was oblivious to the power games that were taking place inside their ship, and that scared me even more than the world I now faced. There was literally nothing I could do about it, so I resigned myself to the gradual bloom of heavenly light that was most definitely not holy in any way. 
Pop. 

[image: image-placeholder]My eyes opened and I found the patterned swirls of my flat’s textured ceiling waiting. I felt the warm touch of Cris’s hand at my side. Then I felt the warm touch of another hand at my other side. I turned my head and found Sun staring at me.
“What the shit!” I blurted, sitting bolt upright. 
“What is this place?” she gasped, staring at my retro alarm clock, my wall-hung TV, my window and curtains. Her hands rubbed at the duvet cover, then rose up to squeeze the soft, clean pillow under her head. 
I ignored her questions and studied Cris. She too was staring at the ceiling, but she wasn’t seeing it. It was the same expression Trystan had worn at the campfire only a short time ago. A look of mental detachment, as if the mind needed to reboot after suffering a catastrophic crash. 
Honey and Marco heard our words and came bursting through the partly closed door. I heard Mrs Atkins curse about missing a stitch and then her groans as she stood up from the sofa. My dogs caught sight of the stranger. Honey gave a cautious chuff, and moved in for a sniff, ignoring me completely. Marco, ever my good boy, jumped up and made a fuss of me that forced me back down onto the duvet.
“Get off you big lug,” I laughed, gently easing him away.
Climbing from the bed to kneel at Cris’s side. She was away with the fairies. 
“This is one of your wargs?” asked Sun as my pet gave her the once over. She seemed particularly interested in the barbarian’s legs, which must’ve been covered with Fen’s scent. It was bizarre to see the leather clad warrior laying atop my bed as if nothing was drastically amiss.
“She doesn’t fight very well, but she gives mean kisses,” I warned as the pooch moved to stand on the opposite side of the bed. Straining on her hind legs, she began licking Sun’s face, much to my friend’s delight. Marco joined her, moving in to sniff at her crotch.
“Dude! Personal space!” I blurted. Suitably chastised, he climbed on the bed and joined in the tongue greeting.
“Oh, you’ve got company,” said Mrs Atkins from the doorway. “Frank tried to get me to have a threesome in Turkey once. I slapped him and we didn’t talk for the rest of the holiday. I’ll get the kettle on.”
As she strode away, I began blushing. Sun had no idea what the word meant, and fussed over my dogs. And Cris just lay there, unmoving. 
“Mrs A, how long were we quiet for?” I called.
“Hardly five minutes. I’ve not even started on your scarves. By the way you were talking, I was expecting you to be asleep for hours or days.” 
You have no idea, I thought, gently patting Cris’s clammy hand. 
I heard the tap running in the kitchen. “You want tea or coffee?” she called back.
“Umm, tea, please.”
“Coming right up!” she replied, cheerfully. 
I tried to look into Cris’s eyes but they were seeing something else entirely. “Can you hear me?” 
Her eyes welled up with tears that trickled slowly down either side of her head. Other than that, there was no sign she was aware I even existed. 
“Who is she?” asked Sun as she play wrestled with Honey.
“Her name’s Cris. She was a volunteer too.”
“A volunteer?” asked Sun, pinning my dogs down playfully. They rolled onto their backs, and she scratched at their bellies until they were giddy with doggy delight.
“She was me, in another world like yours.” I left out the multiverse and the millions of Sunliths that likely existed within them. “She signed up to fight and help people too.”
“I like her then.”
“So do I, but I think she’s been overwhelmed by it all.”
Sun looked her over. “She looks like the commander did at the fire,” she said. “Lost. Away.”
“That’s exactly what I was thinking. What can we do for her?”
“Nothing. Either she will work through it in her own time, or she won’t.”
I was horrified at the last part and held Cris’s hand more tightly. “You really think she might not come out of it?”
“I don’t know her. She put herself in harm’s way, just like you, so the girl has courage. If I were to bet on the dice like your soldiers, I’d say she would roll a five or six.”
I wasn’t party to the gambling of the Dawnstar forces. “Is that good?”
“A five or six is a win, so yes.”
I was filled with relief. My apocalypse induced borderline infatuation with the American had waned a little while I was away in the game world, and I felt like an arse about it. I was still keen to get to know her, but it wasn’t as all-consuming as it had seemed moments after narrowly avoiding death. If love blossomed, then it was meant to be. If not, I had made a new friend at least.
A muffled cry from outside carried through my window. I gently lowered Cris’s hand and moved to see what the commotion was. There was a dark blue car parked outside Amir’s corner shop across the road. The amiable owner and a woman were trying to pull an unconscious man from the driver’s seat, but he was a hefty lump if the vague shadow I could see was anything to go by. 
“I’ll be back,” I said, heading for the door. “I just need to help my friend quickly.”
Sun moved toward the glass as I ran out of the flat. Crossing the street, I found my friend performing CPR while the man’s partner or wife sobbed into her balled fists. 
“What happened?” I asked, kneeling beside Amir, ready to take over the chest compressions.
“Heart attack maybe,” he replied, pumping on the guy’s ribcage. “The lady was screaming and I found him slumped in the car.”
“Ambulance on the way?”
“Gita’s calling them now. Hopefully they’ll get here fast.”
“Want me to spot you?” I asked.
“Nah, I’ve got a good rhythm going.”
The shop’s bell jingled, and I turned to find Gita looking distraught. She would put the phone to her ear, drop it, redial, and return the handset. “It’s engaged. I can’t get through.”
“What?” Amir exclaimed. “How can 999 be engaged?”
“I don’t know, love,” she replied. “It just is.”
Something down the high street caught my eye; another group of people all gathered round someone laying on the ground. A cry from behind caused me to spin round. I found a woman running into the street in pyjamas, begging for help and that her boyfriend wasn’t breathing.
“Oh no,” I moaned. “Please, god, no.”
Amir glanced at me. “What is it, my friend?” 
I couldn’t answer. I stood up in a daze, walking into the middle of the road. Even if cars had been zipping past, I don’t think I could’ve stopped myself. Thankfully, the roads were clear, and upon spying the far end of the street, I found the reason. A group of cars had been involved in a pileup. Steam poured from beneath crumpled bonnets. More people were trying to help the unresponsive drivers who were slumped at the wheels, dead. 
Bart’s voice haunted my memories. 
There’s a price to pay, but you won’t know what it is.
Now I knew. A life for a life. Death paying for rebirth in a universe not our own.
The knowledge may well break you.
As I stood there amidst the death caused by our failures, he was right. I wasn’t the cause of the catastrophe unfolding around me, but I was a party to it. The math wasn’t hard to work out when the number of volunteers had been hundreds of thousands strong. Multiply that by the repeated failures and… It was too many. Far too many.
I sank to my knees and shut my eyes, trying to force away the bereft screams of those left behind.
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