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    Chapter 1 
 
    I came down into my physical body just as the sun began to peek up beyond the horizon. 
 
    An orange glow lit up the jagged mountain peaks as wolf howls rang out in the distance. Many of my followers were already awake, and I smiled as one of the loyal dragon-men strode over with a strong cup of tea offered out to me. The muscular soldiers had welcomed us to stay in their valley as I worked on the downfall of the remaining gods. 
 
    And my people had been thrilled that I was able to spend more time down with them in person now that I’d gained the power to access my physical form as often as I liked.  
 
     I thanked the winged soldier before he hurried off to get a fire going, and I grinned as Tobias appeared beside me. The red-haired god had been my best friend back in my old life, and he was just the man I remembered all these years later. He had been my right-hand man when I built this system back on the Earth I used to know, and the team was finally back together now that we were both gods. 
 
    I kept checking my territory map to try and process how much land I now had, and it blew me away every time. Earth’s tectonic plates had shifted over the millennia that had passed since I started designing this whole endeavor, but it was still the same amount of land mass that had been squashed together. 
 
    About a quarter of the planet now belonged to me.  
 
    It still made me chuckle to myself whenever I thought about it, but holy shit, I had earned it. Now that I had four god kills under my belt, my powers were becoming off the charts. 
 
    But being able to come down into my human form at will was the best upgrade by far. My priestesses sure as hell thought so, anyway. 
 
    The five of them would be up soon, and I knew I would be greeted by a shower of affection and excitement. I had become a tier-two god after killing off the God of Darkness, and I was left with only five more gods to defeat. The path to becoming the almighty was bloody and tough, but I knew I was destined to rule over this world that Earth had become. 
 
    One step at a time, though. I had to be as meticulous as possible these days if I was going to make sure I had all my bases covered, and lately, I had been down in my body a lot as I worked on my latest quest: 
 
    Spread the word of Jack 
 
    It sounded so simple, but the dynamic of the quest had been complex as hell when I factored in how huge my land now was. Just because I owned a stretch of territory, it didn’t mean the creatures that lived there automatically believed in me. I had spent so long traveling and converting people in the past, but I had begun to realize it was impossible for me to do all this while also plotting against the other gods left in this world. 
 
    Luckily, there were so many loyal followers in my army who were more than happy to take on some of that responsibility.  
 
    I had sent some of my fastest and toughest soldiers to spread the word of Jack, and I checked in regularly to make sure they were all safe as they roamed over the world. 
 
    “How goes the holy word of Jack?” Tobias asked as I took a sip of hot tea. “Have you finally started to delegate?” 
 
    “I have,” I chuckled. “It’s weird letting go of the reins, but I can’t be in a hundred places at once.” 
 
    “Not yet.” Tobias grinned. “Maybe that’ll be a reward later on. So you’ve got some of your guys out there in the big wide world?” 
 
    “They’re traveling in groups,” I said with a nod. “I know they’re all capable, but it’s fucking weird not being there to protect them.” 
 
    “I know it’s been tricky,” Tobias said. “But you’re doing the right thing. If you’re on track to becoming the almighty, then you can’t be wasting time running about talking yourself up.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “I’ve gotten more used to it now, and my follower count just keeps going up as those who are loyal to me have traveled… from… oh, shit, I’m basically sending door-to-door pastors. We’re the fucking Jehovah’s Witnesses of our time.” 
 
    “Kind of,” Tobias snorted. “But it seems a hell of a lot cooler when some of those pastors are orcs and warrior gnomes.” 
 
    “True.” I smirked. “It has a nicer ring to it.” 
 
     “Hey, that reminds me,” Tobias said. “I was thinking the other day about how much land you’ve got now, and how you must have one of your other altars somewhere within your territory by now. You’ve covered so much ground, there’s bound to be at least a second altar in your lands.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said. “But I have no idea how I would go about finding it.” 
 
    “Eh.” Tobias shrugged. “Keep an eye out. You’re bound to find one sometime, and maybe you’ve got a bunch of neglected followers sitting around near it… who knows? Could happen to any of us.” 
 
    I chuckled at his shit-eating grin, and then I shook my head. 
 
    The Dragon Valley started to bustle with more noise as the winged men got a couple small fires going. They would be cooking breakfast soon enough, and the land would come alive with chatter and a whole world of strange animals. 
 
    The beings of my territory all mingled together more than they used to now, and I smiled as a few gnomes ambled into the valley. I had managed to bond the creatures together when they became my army, and there was a new sense of trust and comradery amongst them all. 
 
    That was one thing I was very fucking good at: bringing together groups that had nothing in common. As long as they were my followers, they were all part of the same team. I had seen orcs defend mermaids in battle, and gnomes putting aside their differences with orcs for the greater good. 
 
    Hell, I’d seen all manner of beings cooperate with griffins, which was pretty surprising given how fucking pedantic and annoying their kind were. 
 
    “I was thinking,” I said after I took another sip of tea. “With all the new work and duties I take on as I become closer to being the almighty, maybe I should appoint some second-in-commands. Make it more official.” 
 
    “Like captains?” Tobias asked. “That’s a good idea, man. The more followers you get, the less time you can spend organizing everyone. People need assistant managers, right?” 
 
    “Just a few of my toughest fighters,” I clarified. “The ones who have brains as well as muscles. Lurk, Balabar, Grez, and maybe Olwen.” 
 
    “Good group.” Tobias nodded. “It will make quests a hell of a lot easier if you’ve got a team who can be on standby to take over some of your duties. You really are a natural at this whole leadership thing.” 
 
    “Good,” I snorted. “Because the whole almighty god plan kind of depends on that.” 
 
    I studied my territory map again, and I started to wonder just how I could even begin to organize an army that spanned every region of the fucking world. My follower count was going up every few minutes as the word of Jack was spread, and I knew that even with captains, it would be impossible to rally every single creature to fight.  
 
    “You’re lost in your thoughts,” Tobias said. “I know that expression. What’s going on?” 
 
    “I’m just watching that follower count rise,” I sighed. “Which is fucking awesome, but I’m starting to wonder how the hell I’m going to organize all these people for battle. How do I weaponize three thousand people? Soon that number is going to shoot up to four thousand! It’s only going to keep growing, and I can’t move that many fighters out to war, and–” 
 
    “Jack.” Tobias frowned. “Not all of those followers are going to be soldiers. Some of these beings aren’t built for war and violence.” 
 
    “But they’re so loyal,” I objected. “I can see these red dots popping up everywhere by the second.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tobias laughed. “But not all of them will have the strength or ability to fight! I know that’s where your mind has been at out of necessity for a while now, but take a step back. Consider what level you’re about to be playing at. Consider what is at stake.” 
 
    “The fucking world,” I deadpanned. 
 
    “Yes, and yet, loads of my followers have never set foot on a battleground,” Tobias continued. “Nor will they. The farmers and tradesmen are just as important to keep the world running. The elders must live to pass on their legacies to the younger generations, mothers must birth and raise their young in safe environments, and someone has to keep track of imports and exports and all that jazz.” 
 
    “I guess so,” I said slowly. “There’s no point sending unskilled fighters into war. They serve a better purpose than that elsewhere. It just feels… odd not to be rallying every troop available for our final fights. That’s been the game so far. But you’re right. It’s a whole new level now.” 
 
    “Because that’s part of being the almighty,” Tobias said with a grin. “The next challenge: Working out who will be useful with a sword, and who is better off sowing seeds and fixing carts. Use them wisely, Jack. Every last one of them. And keep them alive.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I muttered as the weight of the challenge pressed down on my shoulders. 
 
    “I reckon you’ll have it all figured out in no time,” my friend chuckled. “You’ve got the best right-hand man imaginable!” 
 
    I chuckled as well while I sipped my tea, and I spotted a few wolves slinking over the hillside with their chins stained red. The creatures hunted only for food, and they had become some of the toughest fighters in my army. They were fast, strong, and not afraid to rip apart the enemy bone by bone. 
 
    As I considered Tobias’ advice when applied to the vicious wolves, I started to wonder if it was time for them to go off on a mission for me. 
 
    There was one section of my land that I hadn’t sent anyone into yet, because I knew how fucking deadly it was. 
 
    The Dark Lands were full of gruesome creatures and violent beasts. Even without their God of Darkness, I knew the place would still be full of hellish beings. We had only seen such a small section of the land, but it had been enough to experience a whole world of nightmares. It was going to take some seriously brave fighters to tackle that shit.  
 
    “I think I’m going to send a group into the Dark Lands,” I said. “If I make sure I get some of my toughest guys, then I reckon we can make some progress there.” 
 
    “Choose carefully,” Tobias warned. “There are some veeeeery fucked up things over there. That god was a piece of shit, but he was good at choosing the most terrifying creatures.” 
 
    “My people can take it,” I said with a nod. “But I’ll make sure they’re armed to the fucking teeth. As many blades as they can carry, just in case.” 
 
    “Good call,” Tobias chuckled. “I’ll head back to Rosie and the girls. Give me a call if you start any plans for the remaining evil fuckers. I’m just itching to spill some god blood.” 
 
    “Soon,” I said grimly. “It won’t be long until we’ve got to get our armies moving again.” 
 
    “Good thing the old duo is back.” Tobias grinned as he slapped my back. “Just let me know what you need, and I’ll see it’s done.” 
 
    The red-haired god gave me a final smile before he vanished into his god form. 
 
    It was still bizarre to watch him vanish the way I’d been doing since I’d first woken up to this life, but my mind quickly wandered back to the Dark Lands. 
 
    I spotted Olwen sharpening his ice axe beside one of the dragon folk huts, and I strode over as the sun started to creep higher and cast a golden glow over the land. He was one of the toughest fighters I had on my side, and he had taken over commanding duties lately for the dragon folk whenever his queen was preoccupied. His muscular frame and powerful wings made him a force to be reckoned with, and I knew he could deal with whatever was lurking over the darker border. 
 
    “Morning, my lord,” he called as he glanced up to see me. 
 
    The winged man gave me a respectful bow as he ran a sharpening stone over the tip of his icy weapon. The axe gleamed with cold hues of blue and green colors, and I smirked at the lethal blade. I had seen those weapons behead many evil soldiers since I had met the dragon folk. 
 
    “Good morning,” I replied. “I was wondering if I could get your help with something.” 
 
    “Of course,” Olwen said as he stopped his work. “What do you need, my lord?” 
 
    “You know I have people spreading my holy word,” I said. “But there’s one area that I haven’t felt comfortable sending anyone to. It’s not exactly the sunniest of areas to journey into.” 
 
    “The Dark Lands,” Olwen said immediately. “Not a place to send the Hodges, I would say. But maybe the dragon folk can help with that.” 
 
    “I was hoping so,” I said. “Your flying abilities are a serious advantage, and I want to send a strong group of my toughest people in. Do you think your men would be up for it?” 
 
    “Absolutely,” Olwen said. “We can handle it.” 
 
    He held his head up as he spoke, and I could tell he was proud to have been chosen for the task.  
 
    “That’s what I like to hear.” I grinned. “I want you to take some orcs, wolves, and mermen with you. It needs to be a group that the dark beings will respect, but also fear.” 
 
    The dragon-man flexed his muscles as he slipped his axe onto his belt, and I could tell he was going to take this job seriously. Olwen was as deadly as he was loyal, and I knew he would rally up his strongest dragon-men for the job. He was one of those guys who clearly thrived by earning respect, but not in a sniveling or desperate way. He held himself with an authoritative stance that you couldn’t help trusting. His queen had put her faith in him enough times that the other dragon folk followed his command whenever it was needed, and I had to admire that. 
 
    “I’ll gather a group right away, my lord,” Olwen said. “You’re sure the mermen are ready?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I said. “I know they’re new to the team, but those spiky-tailed bastards can spill blood when they need to. Besides, I want the lakes to be as thoroughly searched as the lands.” 
 
    “Who knows what lurks in those waters,” Olwen said grimly.  
 
    “I’d assume something unpleasant,” I said. “Make sure you take a shitload of weapons with you. I want you ready for anything that might be lurking in that dark forest and beyond. Don’t take any chances.” 
 
    “No problem,” Olwen said. “I’ll get everyone ready to head out. Thanks for trusting me, Jack. I won’t let you down.” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “You’re one of my best fighters, and I know how respected you are in the community.” 
 
    The dragon-man grinned as he looked out at his people, and I decided to wait until I had the others who were chosen for this mission around before I told him about his new official ranking. Maybe I could throw them some kind of ceremony to show everyone that they were really high-ranking and appreciated. 
 
    They deserved recognition for how fucking hard they worked.  
 
    “Call if you need me,” I said. “Go befriend some of those terrifying bastards, and spill any blood you need to.” 
 
    “It is an honor to serve you.” Olwen grinned. “We really do have the most powerful god in all the lands.” 
 
    The dragon-man gave me a quick bow before he strode over to a group of his people. I knew it wouldn’t take long for them to move out, and it felt strangely good to have so many moving pieces of my plan at once. 
 
    Tobias had been right, delegating took a huge weight off my chest. Especially when I had people I trusted so fully to carry out the tasks. It wasn’t clear when my current quest would be complete, but I figured I couldn’t be far off from whatever the final number of followers had to be. The quest surely couldn’t just keep going on until I had every being in the world on my side. 
 
    I sipped my tea as I started to plan my next move, but then a sudden message popped up on my interface. It was in a golden font that I had never seen before, and I was shocked to see a whole paragraph of text: 
 
    Almighty Path Quest: Obtain the Oracle 
 
    The path to the almighty can only be trodden by one god. If two remain at the end of the great wars, then one shall be destroyed without delay. 
 
    There can only be one almighty god, unless the Oracle is obtained. 
 
    I paused to reread that last sentence as my heartbeat quickened 
 
    Oracle? What the fuck? 
 
    Then I continued reading: 
 
    Obtaining the Oracle allows one other god to rule under the almighty as a second-in-command. Without the Oracle, no alliance shall remain intact. Find the Oracle before the final war if you wish for any alliance to last. 
 
    I stared at the message as I read it over and over. The golden text glistened like metal as I studied it, and I suddenly had a million questions racing through my mind. 
 
    Getting this chunk of information was new. In the past, I had had to decipher everything myself when it came to quests, but it was like the system was giving me extra help this time. 
 
    Was this what happened when you became a tier-two god? Had I built the system to be more elaborate for anyone who managed to make it this far? 
 
    It seemed likely that things would start to change when it came down to just a few gods, but I had no memory of building this feature. 
 
    The most important thing to worry about, though, was the fact that I currently would not be able to save Tobias. 
 
    My stomach hollowed out at the thought. 
 
    If I continued onward as I was and won, Tobias would be “destroyed without delay.” 
 
    We had joked about what would happen when I became the almighty, but we’d figured there would be no issues as long as we didn’t go to war with one another. And we wouldn’t. He was my best friend. Tobias had to be there at the end of all this. There was no way in hell I would let him die. 
 
    A sense of deep-rooted dread spread through my chest. 
 
    I had to find this Oracle if I wanted my friend to live, and I had no idea what the Oracle even was. There was no further information about it or hints of where to start looking. I owned pretty much a quarter of the fucking planet. This thing could be anywhere. Maybe it wasn’t even a physical object? Was it possible that it was some kind of enchantment or curse? 
 
    Clearly Tobias hadn’t known about it, or he would have told me. But I knew that it was possible the other remaining gods did know about this Oracle. They could already be out searching for it. 
 
    “Shit,” I muttered as I reread the text on my interface one last time.  
 
    I started to pace back and forth as I thought about the Oracle. This added a whole new level of urgency to my plans. Would there be time to find it before I killed the remaining gods? Because it sounded like we would have to locate it before Tobias and I were the only ones left. I scanned mentally through every tab on my interface, but there was no other information about the Oracle.  
 
    “Jack!” 
 
    I was pulled out of my thoughts as the calls of my priestesses echoed through the valley, and I turned around to see them yawning as they strolled out of their hut. We had turned one of the dragon folk cabins into a temporary accommodation for us all until we were able to return to the convent. I smiled as I watched the beauties stroll into the morning air, and the Oracle was momentarily put to the back of my mind. 
 
    Nieva was a powerful Dragon Queen, and she was the newest addition to our group. Her purple curls tumbled around her sharp cheekbones which were decorated with snow-white scales. She had snowstorm eyes that looked like a flurry of ice and full lips that were constantly begging to be kissed. Nieva’s iridescent wings shone behind her pale green body, and her blue dress clung to her athletic curves. 
 
    Celeste was the fiery-haired harpy who I had rescued from a tribe of gargoyles, and she was an incredibly skilled fighter. She could shift into a deadly battle bird form during war, which sure as hell helped bring down countless evil soldiers. Her amber eyes stood out against her ivory skin, and she’d picked out a red dress today to complement her tall frame. The harpy’s red, orange, and yellow-feathered wings were folded up against her back, and her impressive cleavage was hard to look away from as she walked toward me. She had recently become pregnant with my holy child, and she had a whole new glow to her after finding out the news. 
 
    Aleia, my fairy lover, was also bearing my child, but she was yet to show any signs of pregnancy on her small figure. It looked like she was still waking up just now, and I chuckled as the fairy gave the most adorable yawn. Despite her petite size, she was the most physically strong person I had ever met. Her strawberry-blonde hair and freckles gave her a sense of innocence, but she was a badass fighter when it came to defending those she loved. Her lilac wings fluttered on her back, and she wore a new turquoise top and skirt that Nieva had gifted her.  
 
    Nicola’s golden skin shone brightly as she strode along on legs that looked like they’d been sculpted by the gods themselves. The sassy brunette was the only human of the group, but she had incredible skills with animal communication. She was as brave as she was beautiful, and she was pregnant with my baby, too. Her deep brown eyes locked onto mine, and she gave me a teasing twirl as my gaze roamed down her perfect curves. She was going to be one tough as all hell mother, and I couldn’t wait to see that side of her come out. 
 
    Penelope was the golden-haired naiad who had been the one to wake me from my godly sleep. Her devotion had been strong since day one, and she had been the first to fall pregnant with my child. She had cerulean skin and blue eyes that could pierce into your soul. Her large breasts were barely concealed in her blue silk dress today, and I groaned as I watched the sensual swaying of her hips. She had the tiniest little baby bump at last, and she held it proudly as she walked. Penelope’s water powers had grown every day since I had met her, and I felt lucky as hell to have such a team of warrior queens by my side. 
 
    The fact that they worshipped me with sex really was the icing on the whole god cake. 
 
    “Morning, my loves!” I called as the women hurried over to join me.  
 
    Then I placed my cup on the ground to prepare for them, and I chuckled as they flung themselves against me. 
 
    Their warm bodies pressed against me as I was greeted with a shower of affection, and I made sure to give each priestess a loving kiss on the lips. They had been insatiable since they found out I could visit at will now, and we had spent many long nights tangled up in sweaty limbs and passionate groans. 
 
    And many daylight hours as well. 
 
    Actually, it was getting pretty difficult to get much of anything done around here now that they could kiss and paw at me as much as they wanted. They were so fucking sexy and impossible to resist, so it was kind of convenient that I could still go into my god form when I really couldn’t delay my god duties any longer. 
 
    “I love seeing you so much,” Aleia said happily as she nuzzled under my arm. “We’re so lucky to have you walking among us all the time!” 
 
    “It really is the best possible gift,” Penelope sighed. “Our lord being with us every day! How did we get this lucky?” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” I chuckled. “Look at how stunning you all are.” 
 
    I gave Nicola and Penelope’s asses a good, firm squeeze for good measure, and the women all giggled as they cozied up even closer to me. 
 
    Then some of the dragon-women who had recently joined the tribe started to carry over plates of cooked meat and cups of tea for the priestesses. The women eagerly took the food and sat down around one of the warm fires. They happily ate their breakfast as the flames crackled, but then Nicola tilted her head as she studied my face more closely. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “Is everything okay? You’re a bit quiet.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I assured her. “There’s just a lot to think about right now. Lots of my people are out there, and I want to make sure they’re all safe.” 
 
    “So much land to cover.” Celeste nodded. “Are you working out when to expand your borders and take on another god?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I also have something new to focus on. Have any of you got a clue what an Oracle is?” 
 
    Nicola and Aleia shook their heads, but the other three nodded thoughtfully.  
 
    “They’re very old legends,” Celeste said. “I’ve never seen one, but I know they’re supposed to be like crystal balls. I think there are only a few left in the world.” 
 
    “That’s right.” Nieva nodded. “I believe they can contain some type of old magic… strong enchantments that bind themselves to the one who holds the Oracle. There are stories about how they were carved by the old gods, but nobody knows who exactly created them.” 
 
    “So, it’s an actual object,” I said as I considered this. “Good to know. That makes it slightly easier.” 
 
    “Why?” Aleia asked. “Do we have to find one?” 
 
    “Eventually,” I said. “But I don’t even know where to begin.” 
 
    The women exchanged worried looks, and I considered not telling them about the problem with Tobias. We had come so far since those first days in the run-down convent, and I knew I might need their help finding the Oracle when the time came. My priestesses’ powers were becoming stronger every day, and that could certainly come in handy if I was looking for a needle in a haystack. 
 
    “It’s important that we find a certain Oracle,” I said. “In order for Tobias to be my second-in-command once the other gods have been killed.” 
 
    “Oh.” Penelope frowned. “Can that not happen without it?” 
 
    “Apparently not,” I sighed. “But don’t worry. Once I have some more information, I’m sure we’ll be able to track it down.” 
 
    My tone seemed to reassure the women as they carried on eating their breakfast, and I tried to focus on my next task. The Oracle had to wait until I had more information, and Tobias might know something that could help with finding it. 
 
    For now, I had five gods left to defeat, and one of them was going to be insanely easy to take down. 
 
    Xomes the Immaculate had been Nicola’s family’s god when she was younger. Her family were insanely loyal to the young god, but Nicola had been skeptical. And instead of Xomes taking on the challenge as I had done, he seemed to have chosen to turn her family against her instead. They had treated her like shit and thrown her out of her home for being unworthy. Whatever the fuck that meant. 
 
    I had a special hatred for anyone causing my brunette beauty that kind of pain, and I wanted to make sure this holy fucker truly got what he deserved. 
 
    I knew that it still hurt for Nicola to think about that time in her life. She had taken a long time to come around to trusting gods again, but I reckoned we could have some fun with the stupidly named fucker. 
 
    It was still baffling that he had survived so long in the system, but I had no doubt that he would be no threat to me in combat. He must have weaseled his way through surviving this far somehow, but I wasn’t about to let him live any longer. 
 
    It was a good day to knock one more thing off my holy to-do list. And Xomes’ time was up. I would soon have only four opponents left before I became the almighty god.  
 
    “Nicola,” I said in a casual tone. “I was wondering if you wanted to come on a trip today. We could pay a violent visit to an old enemy of yours.” 
 
    The brunette looked at me with wide eyes as a huge grin spread over her pretty face. 
 
    “Xomes,” she whispered. “Jack, are you serious?” 
 
    “Fuck yeah, I’m serious,” I laughed. “We need to get this stupid bastard out of the way so we can focus on the real dangers.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nicola yelled as she punched the air. “Jack, I cannot wait to see you beat the shit out of him. The arrogant, ugly faced, stupid…” 
 
    Her words trailed off as her golden face flushed with anger, and I could see the pain he had caused come back to her memory. She ran a hand over her still-flat stomach, and then her fist curled into a ball. 
 
    “Xomes?” Nieva asked. “Is he a god?” 
 
    “He is my family’s god,” Nicola said as she took a deep breath. “And I am ready to see his fucking brains splattered on the ground. We’ll need to head to Archborough.” 
 
    “The village?” Nieva asked curiously. “Is that where you used to live?” 
 
    “For most of my childhood,” Nicola said. “Until he decided I wasn’t worthy of a warm home anymore. He brainwashed my stepmother, and my father just watched it all happen.” 
 
    “They might still be there,” Penelope said gently. “Will you cope with seeing them again?” 
 
    Nicola paused for a moment as she held her stomach, and she nodded slowly. 
 
    “I don’t have to acknowledge them,” she said. “I want that fucking god dead. If I have to see their cowardly faces, too, then so be it.” 
 
    “Take a dragon,” Nieva said with a determined nod. “It’s a long way on foot, and my babies will be more than happy to assist.” 
 
    “What a day!” Penelope giggled. “This god does sound awful, and Nicola will finally know he isn’t out there ruining lives.” 
 
    “Revenge time.” Celeste grinned.  
 
    Nicola leapt to her feet with excitement as she drank the last of her tea, and I could tell she was desperate to get going.  
 
    “Let’s head out to the dragon caves,” I chuckled as I got up. “I have a feeling you don’t want to wait another second.” 
 
    “This is the best gift ever,” Nicola purred as she slipped her hands into mine. “Thank you, Jack.” 
 
    She leaned up to plant a kiss on my cheek, and her sweet scent was intoxicating. I wrapped my arms around her waist and pulled her closer as I looked deeply into her eyes.  
 
    “Anything for you,” I whispered as I gave her a loving squeeze. “Let’s get going. Are you all okay with staying here?” 
 
    “This is Nicola’s fight.” Penelope smiled. “We’ll be right here if you need us.” 
 
    “Fight for our sister,” Aleia said. “We love how much you take care of us, Jack.” 
 
    “Go slaughter him,” Nieva said with a coy wink.  
 
    “Bash his head in!” Celeste cheered as her wings rustled. 
 
    “I plan to,” I chuckled, and the women echoed their goodbyes and blew kisses as I turned to leave with Nicola.  
 
    Their excitement was intoxicating, and I felt powered up and ready to slay an asshole god. I really was the luckiest guy in the world. My women were devoted to each other as well as to me, and I knew how deeply they loved their sisters. 
 
    And I wanted to see all of their vengeance unleashed. 
 
    We strode through the valley toward the mountains, and Nicola was practically skipping with excitement the whole way. She spun around every few steps with her long hair flying, and I couldn’t resist giving her sculpted ass a squeeze as she danced in front of me. 
 
    Then I suddenly saw a new message pop up on my interface, and my heart skipped a beat as I wondered if it was more information about the Oracle. 
 
    But I was confused to see a new quest had arrived: 
 
    New God Quest: Destroy Xomes the Immaculate 
 
    Reward Upon Quest Completion: Priestess power share 
 
    There was no other information, and I read it a few times before I mentally clicked off the tab. 
 
    But I was admittedly confused. 
 
    I already had an active quest going on with spreading the word of Jack. That hadn’t been completed yet, so how the hell was there another quest alongside it? Was this another change I would be facing with being a tier-two god? Multiple quests at once? 
 
    There was a strange thrill that came with the idea. These challenges only proved just what I was capable of, and I knew a lesser god might panic under this kind of pressure. But I also knew that being the almighty was going to involve coordinating a million plans at any one time, and I was ready to begin the process of preparing for that. 
 
    It felt strange to have such a strong sense of destiny, rather than fear of what lay ahead, but I knew how incredible the world could be if I was the only true ruler. 
 
    That was worth going through anything to achieve. 
 
    We walked toward the dragon caves as the sun warmed the back of my neck, and I grinned as I ran a hand over the hilt of my holy sword. The Wrath of Jack had split the heads of many evil beings already, and I was ready to step up to the final bastards who stood in my way. 
 
    I looked up at the glowing sky as we started to climb the hill to the dragons’ lair. 
 
    It was a beautiful day to kill a god.

  

 
   
    Chapter 2 
 
    Nicola couldn’t stop dancing and swinging her sword as we walked uphill. I chuckled as the brunette beauty twirled, and her golden face seemed to have an added glow to it at the thought of her family’s god dying. 
 
    “Time to kill a god!” Nicola sang as she pranced up the hillside. “The great Jack is going to slay the most cowardly god in all the world!” 
 
    “And I’ll enjoy every second of it,” I chuckled. “Are you positive you won’t mind seeing your family if they’re there?” 
 
    “It might sting a bit,” Nicola said as she sobered a little. “But it will be worth it to see you kill that evil piece of shit. Besides, I’m not a little girl anymore. I can really tell my bitch of a stepmother what I think of her, while I walk around with the most handsome and powerful god at my side.” 
 
    “I like the sound of that,” I said with a grin. 
 
    We found one of Nieva’s dragons lazing out in the morning light as the young one jumped on its back. The massive creature’s icy scales glistened under the sun as it opened its eyes to us. It was still mind-blowing to stand next to such enormous creatures, and the sheer size of them was enough to take anyone’s breath away. 
 
    Then the dragon rose to its feet as it gave a deep rumble, and the baby flung itself into Nicola’s arms. 
 
    “Whoa!” I laughed. “You’ve gotten big!” 
 
    “He really has,” Nicola cooed as she attempted to hold the flailing pile of scaly limbs. 
 
    The baby had almost doubled in size in the past few weeks, and it seemed that he was going through a serious growth spurt. He licked Nicola’s face enthusiastically and then burped out a pile of sharp icicles. 
 
    The bigger dragon rumbled as if to scold the child, but I just chuckled as the little one sheepishly tried to calm itself down. 
 
    “Don’t you worry, I don’t mind at all…” Nicola stroked its little snout and nuzzled into the little creature. 
 
    “Good morning,” I called up to the dragon. “We were hoping you could help us with the killing of an evil god. I need you to take us to Archborough Village.” 
 
    “The god used to be my family’s,” Nicola said. “He was awful to me, and Jack is going to slay him.” 
 
    The dragon almost looked like it was nodding as it listened to the brunette speak, and it tilted its head as it watched her. Its thick tail swung menacingly, and I had a feeling any enemy of Nicola was an enemy of the dragons. 
 
    “We would really appreciate it,” I said gently, and the huge creature carefully lifted the baby from Nicola’s arms with its teeth. 
 
    The dragon swung around to place the baby back inside the cave, and it ran off into the dark to find the other adults of the herd. Then the mighty creature lowered itself for us to get on board, and I got ready to change back to god form out of habit. 
 
    But first, I helped Nicola up onto the wing of the dragon as she climbed onto its back, and she gripped my hand tightly as she went. Her excited demeanor had suddenly changed as she bit her lip, and I could tell some nerves had started to set in. It must have been daunting to be returning to the place of her abusive upbringing.  
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked gently as she got comfortable on the dragon’s back. 
 
    “I’m fine,” she said hurriedly as she tucked her hair behind her ears. “It’s just a bit… overwhelming to think that I’m going to be near this bastard again. I didn’t even believe in him back then, but now that I know how real the gods are… it’s unsettling to realize he’ll be able to see me.” 
 
    “He won’t be able to hurt you,” I promised. 
 
    “Will I just see you when we get there?” The brunette’s fingers twitched as she gripped the dragon’s scales, and I knew how much it would mean to her if I stayed.  
 
    “How about I ride with you?” I asked. “Flying with dragons is one of the ultimate godly perks, after all.” 
 
    “Really?” Nicola gasped with wide eyes. “Yes! If you’re sure, Jack.” 
 
    “There is nowhere else I would rather be,” I said as I hoisted myself up and swung my leg over the dragon’s scaly spine. 
 
    We shuffled close so I was wedged behind Nicola, and I kissed her neck gently as I held her slim waist.  
 
    “What a view,” I whispered as I leaned over her shoulder and glanced down at her cleavage. 
 
    “Jack!” Nicola giggled, but she shimmied in my arms playfully. 
 
    The dragon glanced back to make sure we were secure before it spread its enormous wings and shot up into the air. Nicola cheered as we soared upward, and a rush of adrenaline pounded in my chest. 
 
    The thrill of flying would probably never get old. Especially when I had one of my gorgeous priestesses perched in front of me. She sighed happily as she leaned back, too, and I stroked her hair as the dragon swung around to head south.  
 
    “Do you need to give it directions?” I asked as I looked down at the emerald trees below. 
 
    “She seems to know the way,” Nicola said. “Shit, I can’t believe we’re actually going to kill him.” 
 
    “What was he like?” I asked. “Before he took your family away?” 
 
    “Awful,” Nicola said. “But it was really my family who acted on his words. My stepmother told me I wasn’t good enough every single day. I remember how she shouted at me because I wasn’t praying properly or taking enough time to go to their stupid temple. Everything I did was wrong and never good enough, and it was all because Xomes apparently decided so. They made me feel worthless.” 
 
    My anger rose at every word. Fuck this guy for using his power to bully a kid. What did these assholes get from making their potential followers feel like shit? Would they never learn that you couldn’t terrify people into worshiping them? 
 
    It was going to be seriously satisfying to send him into oblivion.  
 
    We soared over the forest as the dragon moved at an insane speed. It was like the creature had been spurred on by Nicola’s words, and the landscape below us was blurry as we flew. The dragon carried us south of the mountains as if we were heading back to Evelhelm, but we veered slightly to the east before we approached the city.  
 
    I scanned my territory map as we flew, and I couldn’t help but grin at the hundreds of red dots we passed along the way. My followers were everywhere, the numbers growing by the day, and I wondered how many this Xomes asshole had. Probably not a whole lot if he was still treating every skeptic like shit. 
 
    The dragon started to slow down as we approached a stretch of land that wasn’t my territory. I hadn’t been this far south before, and I looked down as a walled village came into view. The perimeter was dark stone with ivy growing on it, and I could see a town square that sat in the center. But there didn’t seem to be anyone out and about. The cobbled streets were empty, but all the houses were well kept. It was like a ghost town, but it seemed too well cared for to have been abandoned.  
 
    “Where is everyone?” I asked as we circled above the village. “It doesn’t look ruined, but I can’t see anyone.” 
 
    “That’s strange,” Nicola muttered. “The square always used to be crammed full of market stalls. There were nearly a dozen bakers, butchers, weavers… and sometimes Evelhelm farmers would travel down with their wares.” 
 
    “Let’s get to the ground,” I said. “There’s a clearing down near the gateway.” 
 
    The dragon snorted in acknowledgement as it slowly spiraled down to the patch of exposed grass that led to the city doors. I helped Nicola down onto the ground, and I gave the dragon a grateful nod. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “We shouldn’t be long.” 
 
    The huge creature arranged itself so it was sitting in the sunshine, and it laid its massive head down with a contented grunt. 
 
    I looked up at the stone archway that led to the town, but I couldn’t hear a single set of footsteps coming from inside. The silence was bizarre and only broken occasionally by the contented snorts of the dragon.  
 
    “Why is it so quiet?” Nicola hissed as we approached the wall. “Do you think he’s left?” 
 
    “It looks like his followers have at least,” I said as we strode toward the gateway. “Or maybe they just don’t like going outside. Let’s see where this fucker is hiding.” 
 
    We walked through the archway, and I looked around at the cobbled streets lined with stone houses that had thatched roofs. Archborough was a very clean town, but the houses all had curtains drawn, or the lanterns were doused inside. We walked toward the town square and past a butcher’s shop and tavern. Both businesses were dark inside, and an eerie silence hung in the air around us.  
 
    “It’s the same as I remember,” Nicola muttered as she peered into the tavern. “But this place was always so busy with customers. I always used to come in here when my parents made me feel bad. The owners were so nice, and they had a girl who was about the same age as me. It’s so weird to see it all empty and quiet.” 
 
    “Well, let’s get this party started,” I sighed, and I strode into the center of the square. 
 
    Nicola shivered as she followed me and glanced around her old hometown, and then we came to a halt beside a dried-up fountain. There were two beautiful, winged women carved in stone, but they were covered in green moss. It looked like there hadn’t been water in the fountain for a long time, and the large basin had a few cracks running down to the middle. Purple worms crawled around the broken sculpture as we stared around the cobbled streets. 
 
    Then I raised my voice to a booming timbre. 
 
    “Xomes!” I called as I turned full circle. “I am Jack, the God of Ones and Zeroes, and I am here to destroy you. Come out from hiding and face me!” 
 
    I paused for a moment to see if any reply would come, but there were no signs of movement anywhere. 
 
    I started to wonder if Xomes was really still here. It seemed unlikely he had won more land than what he’d started with, but the whole city seemed too still. 
 
    Unnaturally still. 
 
    “Hey, asshole!” I called and let out a sharp whistle. “I know you’re too much of a coward to do anything about it, but I’m here to fight you and send you into fucking oblivion. Might as well get your slimy ass out here and take it like a man.” 
 
    “Yeah, asshole!” Nicola yelled. “Or do you only fight children?” 
 
    “Come out and play, Xomes,” I chuckled. “Or are you too scared to even look me in the eye?” 
 
    That did it. 
 
    There was a sudden flash of yellow light as a man appeared on the other side of the fountain. 
 
    He was a head shorter than me with long blond hair that was slicked back in a ponytail. His face was round with a red scar running over his bulbous nose, and he wore a bizarre suit of armor that had fake pecs and abs on the chest piece. Xomes’ expression was wide-eyed and nervous, and I snorted with laughter as he looked around as if for backup. 
 
    “This is not your land,” the god spluttered. “Leave! Leave now, and I will not have to hurt you! This is your final warning.” 
 
    His voice cracked as he spoke, and his armor creaked as he shuffled backward. The fake abs were almost embarrassing to look at, and I had a strong suspicion that his scar had been self-inflicted rather than the outcome of some violent brawl. 
 
    It was placed too carefully, like he wanted to look like a battleworn badass. 
 
    “You don’t look very immaculate,” I said as I took a lazy step forward, and Nicola snorted with laughter.  
 
    “I’m not surprised,” she said. 
 
    “Leave!” Xomes spat. “Or I will make you!” 
 
    His eyes fell on Nicola, and he suddenly tried to force his face into a sleazy grin. He ran a hand over his blonde hair as he looked her up and down. 
 
    I shuddered as his gaze lingered on her sculpted legs, and Nicola wrinkled her nose as he stared. 
 
    “Good morning,” he crooned as he tried to steady his voice. “Is this god bothering you?” 
 
    “Is he bothering me?” Nicola repeated as she folded her arms. “Is he fucking bothering me? No. Jack, the most powerful and caring god in existence, is not bothering me. You slimy fucker.” 
 
    “I can give you things he cannot!” Xomes said as he tried to stand up taller. “Come and be my priestess! I shall give you anything you dream of!” 
 
    “I would rather eat my own sword,” Nicola said. “Or the worms in that fountain. I would rather do literally anything else in the world than come near you.” 
 
    “Don’t be rude,” Xomes hissed. “I am a powerful god. Come to me, so I can show you what real power looks like.” 
 
    Nicola laughed, and the young god’s face fell into a furious scowl. 
 
    “Whore!” Xomes spat. “I shall kill you, too!” 
 
    “Really?” I asked with a grin. “Because it seems to me like you are the one who is about to meet a very quick and embarrassing death.” 
 
    The young god’s eyes darted between me and Nicola, but then I saw movement out of the corner of my eye. 
 
    Two young men had emerged from one of the houses, and they stared at me with open mouths as they stayed close to their doorway. They were both broad-shouldered and stocky with fiery-red hair, and their clothes were worn and tattered. Their skin was so pale that they didn’t look like they had seen the sun for a long time. 
 
    “Hello,” I called. “I am the god Jack. I’m here to kill this piece of shit excuse for a god.” 
 
    The two men looked at each other, but then they suddenly broke into excited grins. The taller one slapped the shorter one’s back, and I spotted another door slowly creaking open on the other side of the square. A middle-aged woman with curled horns shuffled onto a doorstep, and her pink skin contrasted violently with her red dress. She had long talons and beady eyes, and she eyed me warily as she gripped a broom. 
 
    Her eyes fell on Nicola, and the horned woman gasped. I figured they must know each other, but the priestess was too focused on the god to notice. 
 
    “Good morning!” I called with a friendly nod, and several more doors slowly opened as more residents appeared in the town square. 
 
    There was a range of different species, but they all seemed to be worried about coming too close or making too much noise. I had a strong suspicion they had been punished before for existing too loudly, and I watched Xomes as he glanced around at his followers. 
 
    Not a single one of them looked like they had any interest in coming to defend their god. It was almost sad how little they seemed to care about him.  
 
    Almost. 
 
    “Get back inside,” Xomes snarled. “You pathetic worms. I am your god, and I demand you return inside! Lanterns off until it’s time to pray! You don’t deserve the sunlight!” 
 
    The horned woman scowled deeply at her god, and she threw her broom to the side as she folded her arms.  
 
    “Stay and watch if you wish.” I sent the pissed off woman another friendly smile, and her scowl softened a few degrees. “In fact, if any of you would like to join my followers once this weasel is gone, you are more than welcome. Do as you please, though. Live your lives, light your lanterns… it is no concern to me that you breathe and speak and do as you like. I only ask that you not interfere while I dispose of this shit stain excuse of a god. He is… lacking… to say the least.” 
 
    “But Jack is an amazing god,” Nicola called to the people around us. “He is powerful, while also kind. He knows when to deliver true wrath with a sense of justice, but never punishes those who are good and deserving of his love. We are all so well looked after as his followers, and none of us live in fear.” 
 
    “Jack,” the horned woman said thoughtfully in a gruff voice. “We’ve heard of you. The one who saved Evelhelm from the storm, yeah? I’ve heard stories from the elves on the road. Stories that say you’re their savior. That you’re the one true god who deserves all devotion.” 
 
    “He slays evil gods,” one of the red-haired boys hissed. “I’ve heard of him! It’s really him!” 
 
    “They say he has an army of wolves, too,” the other boy said in a whisper of awe. “Can you believe that?” 
 
    “Oh, he has wolves.” Nicola smiled. “Dragons, too.” 
 
    There was a sudden explosion of excited chatter, and the two red-haired boys looked like their eyes might burst from their skulls.  
 
    “Silence!” Xomes shrieked as he stepped toward me. “You will all pay for your disobedience! I have sent you so many times to find me a priestess, and none of you could find one like her?” 
 
    “She’s beautiful,” the horned woman said. “Which is why I doubt she would ever glance in your direction favorably. I reckon you have to be a god like Jack to win the heart of that kind of priestess.” 
 
    “Well… there’s that… and the fact he didn’t seem to give a shit about me when I lived in this very city,” Nicola scoffed. 
 
    Xomes’ eyes flared, and my brunette lover smirked as she crossed her arms. 
 
    “Yes, I didn’t think you’d remember,” she purred in a lethal tone. “I’m sure all the outcasts who have been thrown out of their families on your account just all blur together over time. Can’t handle anyone who isn’t blindly devoted, can you?” 
 
    “Hah,” the horned woman snickered, and she looked at Nicola with a spark of admiration. 
 
    “Silence wench!” Xomes seethed. “She speaks nonsense!” 
 
    Nicola smiled at the pink-skinned woman, and it was abundantly clear that Xomes had no loyalty or control over these people. Not really. I could tell that he hadn’t changed from the days when he’d tormented Nicola. And if he didn’t give respect to his followers, then he shouldn’t be shocked when they didn’t give it back.  
 
    “Do you remember her?” I asked quietly. “This beautiful woman is the little girl you used to bully. Her family ostracized her under your bidding. They tormented her because of your hideous influence.” 
 
    Xomes scowled at Nicola, and he shook his head with a shrug. 
 
    “I don’t remember,” he spat. “If she was punished, then I’m sure she deserved it. They all deserve it. Not one idiot who has lived in this city deserves me as their god.” 
 
    “Can’t argue with that,” I growled as I took another step. “Nobody deserves to live under the rule of a little coward like you.” 
 
    My blood boiled as I stared at the blond-haired god. 
 
    Nobody fucked with my priestesses and got away with it. 
 
    I drew the Wrath of Jack from my hip, but then I almost choked on my laughter as Xomes pulled out his weapon. 
 
    It was the saddest little blade I had ever seen, and it was barely longer than a bread knife. There was no gleam or shine to it, and I wasn’t sure it would even do well against a woodland creature. The hilt was a dull brown that looked like it was rusting from age, which made me wonder if the shittiest gods were stuck with the shittiest weapons as time wore on? 
 
    It sure seemed that way. 
 
    “Is that your god weapon?” I scoffed. “This is the blade that you think will hurt me?” 
 
    Xomes swung his pathetic dagger around wildly as he stumbled backward, and quiet laughter echoed around from the city’s people. 
 
    “Kill him,” one of the young men called. “He doesn’t let us do anything! Our lives are miserable because of him! We gave him our devotion, and he ruined our town and our businesses!” 
 
    “Well, we can’t have that, can we?” I chuckled. 
 
    Then I strode toward the young god, and he raced around the fountain to try and escape me. His head was glistening with sweat, and I smirked as he stumbled on the cobblestones. There was no grace or strength in the way he held himself. It was almost uncomfortable to watch a god with no trace of bravery or pride. 
 
    The horned woman lit a pipe as she leaned against her doorway, and the rest of the people were clearly ready for a show as well.  
 
    “It seems that your own supposed followers want to see you die,” I said lazily. “That might be the most pathetic thing I’ve ever heard about a god. If you even qualify as one.” 
 
    “I am a god!” Xomes spat as he waved his dagger. “Stay back! This is my land!” 
 
    “Not for long,” I said. “Shall we fight? Or are you going to keep running away like a scared little rabbit? Maybe there’s a child around here who would be a fairer opponent for you.” 
 
    “I do not fear you!” Xomes howled. “Leave! Or feel my mighty wrath! I wear the scars of the gods I have slain!” 
 
    “No, he doesn’t,” the horned woman snorted. “He fell onto his own blade and cut his ugly face open.” 
 
    “Shut up!” Xomes screeched. “This is a war scar! I have killed every god I have ever met.” 
 
    “Very believable,” I said with a mocking nod. “Almost as believable as those metal muscles you’re sporting.” 
 
    The crowd roared with laughter as the young god turned scarlet.  
 
    I could tell he was going to keep running around the fountain like a kid playing tag, so I leapt up onto the stone sculpture with a grin. Xomes yelped as he stumbled backward, and his arms shook as he waved his blade at me.  
 
    “I think the Hodges are more intimidating,” Nicola said as she twirled her dark brown hair. “Not so scary now that a real god is here, eh?” 
 
    “Fuck you, whore!” Xomes spat, and my expression darkened immediately as I loomed over the asshole. 
 
    “Apologize to Nicola,” I growled as I looked down at him. “Apologize, and I might make your death slightly less humiliating. Those are your only options at this point.” 
 
    “I have nothing to apologize for,” Xomes snarled. “If she was punished, then she deserved it.” 
 
    “Oh, come on, now,” I sighed. “Not even a little ‘sorry?’ What about all these people you’ve caused pain to? Do any of them get an apology?” 
 
    “They are all worms!” Xomes howled. “I am a god! I deserve this! My legacy shall live on forever!” 
 
    “Well, no, it won’t,” I said with a careless shrug. “It definitely ends right here, right now. That’s been decided on.” 
 
    I leapt down from the fountain as I delivered a swift kick to the young god’s chest. 
 
    The armor cracked against my boot as Xomes went flying backward onto the cobblestones. His followers cheered as he hit the ground with a crash of metal, and I strolled over to look down on him as he tried to scramble to his feet. Then I stomped down on his right arm, and he howled as his pathetic weapon fell from his hand. 
 
    The fact I hadn’t even used my weapon to disarm him was amusing, but not as amusing as the pure scarlet shade of his face as he glared up at me. 
 
    It was bizarre to know he was one of the final gods left in the world, and his death would take me one step closer to becoming the almighty. If only they were all this easy to defeat. 
 
    “Nicola,” I called over my shoulder. “Why don’t you come over here, my love?” 
 
    The brunette strode over with a proudly set chin as she drew her sword, and her gorgeous brown eyes were fixed on the flailing god as if he was a pile of griffin shit with maggots squirming all over it. 
 
    He tried to sit up as she approached, but I kicked him hard in the chest. Xomes wailed as he was pushed back against the cobblestones, and I stomped down on his left wrist for good measure. There was a sickening crunch as he howled, and Nicola reached us with a smirk on her lips. 
 
    “Are you sure you don’t want to apologize?” I asked the maggot on the ground. “Because my incredible priestess is much more than just an absolutely drop-dead gorgeous goddess among the peasants of this world. She also happens to be very skilled with that sword. You might want to consider that before–” 
 
    “I have nothing to say to your bitch!” Xomes spat, and I looked over at Nicola. 
 
    “Rude,” I muttered. 
 
    “They can’t all have your forbearance and charisma, Jack,” Nicola chuckled. 
 
    “True,” I sighed with a shrug. “Well… let him have it, I guess. He’s clearly got a death wish.” 
 
    But to my surprise, Nicola put her sword away. 
 
    The brunette crouched down beside the god, and for a moment, I thought she was going to speak with him as they locked eyes. But Nicola swung a curled fist around, and she punched Xomes so hard in the face that his nose broke in an explosion of blood. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I snorted as he wailed. “Did that feel good?” 
 
    “That was for turning my own family against me,” Nicola hissed. “And this one is just for me.” 
 
    Nicola punched him again, and his eyes rolled back as her fist crashed into his cheek. Then the brunette stood up slowly with a soft chuckle, and she perched on the cracked fountain like a damn queen to watch the rest of the show. 
 
    I smirked as I watched her cross her long, golden legs as she leaned back with a dazzling smile, and then she sent me a subtle nod. 
 
    “Kill him,” she said gently.  
 
    “As the lady commands.” I grinned, and I turned back to the spluttering mess of a god. 
 
    Then I held my blade up to his neck, and his darting eyes met mine as his whole body trembled in his stupid fucking armor. The dented armor had ruined his fake abs, and beads of sweat fell down his greasy head. 
 
    “They will win,” Xomes hissed quietly so only I could hear. “They’re going to find the Oracle.” 
 
    I paused as I started into his eyes, and he smirked through the trail of dark blood that trickled from his nose. 
 
    “Who?” I growled as I shook his limp body with my foot. 
 
    “All of them,” Xomes whispered. “The remaining gods know how much your little friend means to you, Jack. They are going to find the Oracle and destroy it so you can’t use it. He’s going to die, and there is nothing you can do about it. How does that feel? Do you feel so powerful now?” 
 
    My heartbeat quickened as I tried to work out if he was telling the truth.  
 
    Could he really know what the other gods were planning? 
 
    “You’re lying,” I snarled. “What could you possibly know about the Oracle?” 
 
    “I know that you want it,” Xomes spluttered through his blood. “And so does everyone else. They are going to find it first, Jack. And once it’s gone, you won’t be able to save your precious friend. He will die. Just as he always does.” 
 
    “Where is it?” I hissed as I pressed the blade up to his neck. “Tell me.” 
 
    Blood seeped from the point where my blade rested, and the more he wriggled, the more it sliced in. 
 
    “I don’t know!” Xomes cried. “I swear! I just… I just know they’re all looking for it, and I hope they find it! He will be killed, Jack! He will be killed, and you will be alllll alone before you die, too.” 
 
    The young god tried to smirk, but I slammed my blade deep into his neck before he could succeed. There was an explosion of yellow smoke as his neck was severed, and as the last spark of life left his shitty eyes, his body slowly seeped into a puke-yellow vapor and vanished. 
 
    I lowered my sword, and there was an eruption of cheers around me as people hurried into the square. 
 
    “He’s gone,” Nicola breathed as she stared down at the empty space. “Jack… thank you.” 
 
    Her brown eyes welled with tears as she quickly swiped at them, and I scooped her into my arms. Nicola buried her head in my chest as I stroked her sculpted arms, but then she started to laugh as we were swarmed by the people of the city. There were only about thirty beings around to witness the murder, and some of them kept looking over their shoulders as if they expected Xomes to suddenly reappear, but they were all acting as if they’d gotten a private concert of their favorite artist. 
 
    “He’s really dead,” the horned woman said as she slowly puffed on her pipe. “Jack saved us from that wretched bastard!” 
 
    “That’s what he does,” Nicola said dreamily as she looked up at me. “He saves people.” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” one of the red-haired men said. “Does this mean we get to have Jack as our god?” 
 
    “I would be honored.” I smiled. “I’m just glad that I could get rid of that piece of shit. Are there any other residents here?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” the horned woman sighed. “Used to be a bustling metropolis out here. Thousands of people lived within these city walls. But as time went on, he drove them all out. One by one. Family by family.” 
 
    “That doesn’t surprise me,” Nicola said. “He broke my family apart with his hatred. I would imagine others wouldn’t stand for that sort of leadership.” 
 
    “Bastard,” the horned woman said. “I’m Belinda, and it’s a bloody honor to meet you both.” 
 
    “You, too.” I smiled. “This is Nicola.” 
 
    “You’re Nicola,” Belinda said slowly as she eyed the brunette. “Errel’s daughter?” 
 
    “Yes.” Nicola frowned. “Do you know him? Is he still here?” 
 
    “Not anymore,” Belinda said. “But wait right here. I have something for you.” 
 
    The horned woman shuffled back into her house and left a strong waft of smoke in her wake. 
 
    We watched curiously as she fumbled about with some drawers near the doorway, and she grabbed something before she strode back out. She held out a crumpled up piece of parchment, and Nicola cautiously took it. 
 
    “Errel left it,” Belinda said. “Just in case you ever came back.” 
 
    Nicola titled the paper so I could read with her, and the black ink was neatly written out in carefully curled letters. 
 
    Dearest Nicola, 
 
    I am writing this letter in case you ever come back to this place. I don’t imagine you ever would. The memories here are terrible, and that is largely my fault. When your mother died, I became a shell of myself. A terrible father. I regret that. 
 
    Your stepmother gave me comfort, but I turned a blind eye to how she treated you. I never forgave myself for what she did to you. We parted ways when I spoke of finding you again, and she has left my life for good. 
 
    I have heard word of a great god named Jack, and I am going to seek his help. It is said he has taken much land under his protection, and he is rumored to be as powerful as he is just. I can only hope he takes pity on me and agrees to help me find a way to reunite with you. The Brackens insisted on coming, too. They love you dearly and want to leave the cruel rule of Xomes the Immaculate. As do I. 
 
    We will head to the forest which was restored by Jack, and I will think of you every day. 
 
    I will never stop searching for you, 
 
    Your loving father 
 
    Nicola took a few more seconds to finish reading, and her mouth fell open silently as she stared at the paper. 
 
    This was a hell of a lot to take in. Her father was out looking for her? Holy shit. That didn’t sound safe for an elderly human, but I was glad to see his apology written with no excuses. 
 
    And I was glad he had the common sense to seek out a better god for guidance. 
 
    “He… left,” Nicola said quietly. “To find me?” 
 
    “That’s right,” Belinda sighed. “Not long ago, either.” 
 
    “The Brackens, too,” Nicola muttered. “They’re the family that owned the tavern I always went to!” 
 
    “Are you okay?” I asked. “This is a lot to take in.” 
 
    “He apologized,” Nicola said as she swallowed hard. “He… acknowledged how much he hurt me, and he’s out there looking for me. I don’t even know what to say.” 
 
    “You don’t need to forgive him right away,” I said gently. “But this is huge. He’s looking for you, and it sounds like he’s headed for the deep forest.” 
 
    “He might be there in a few days,” Belinda said. “Maybe longer, with his bad knee.” 
 
    “Then I will meet him when he arrives.” Nicola nodded as she folded up the parchment and blinked rapidly. “I might scream at him or hug him. I can’t decide just yet. Maybe both at the same time.” 
 
    “That would be justified,” I said. “I’ll be there for whatever you need.” 
 
    “It will be lovely to see the Brackens,” Nicola said. “They were always so kind to me.” 
 
    “Good folks.” Belinda nodded. “No wonder they were driven out by that bastard.” 
 
    “Yeah,” I sighed. “Sorry you had to put up with that shithead for so long.” 
 
    “I did my best to ignore him.” Belinda shrugged. “I’m a hag, so he wasn’t interested in me. If you weren’t young and beautiful, he ignored you for the most part.” 
 
    “A hag,” Nicola said curiously. “That’s like a witch?” 
 
    “Almost,” Belinda chuckled. “I don’t exactly have the training, but I can conjure up a thing or two if needed. Not that it was ever allowed under that bastard’s rule.” 
 
    “He stopped you from doing magic?” Nicola asked, and the winged woman took a deep puff on her pipe. 
 
    “That’s right,” she sighed. “He didn’t like the fact that anyone else could use magic or powers without his permission. Bloody insecure little maggot.” 
 
    “Well, I encourage you to practice whichever powers you have,” I said. “It’s not a god’s job to stifle his followers.” 
 
    Belinda looked me up and down with a slow nod, and she laughed as she glanced at my sword. 
 
    “I was hoping you might come along, Jack,” she said. “Is there anything we can do to welcome you to Archborough?” 
 
    “Just enjoy the day,” I said. “I want you to do whatever it was he stopped you from doing. All of it. Live a little, alright?” 
 
    “We can open the shops again,” a young woman hissed excitedly. “He didn’t like us buying and selling. He said we should spend our working hours focusing on how to be better servants to his holiness.” 
 
    “What a fucker,” I sighed. “Please, work on whatever you’d like today. All I ask is that you spread the word to anyone around that you might know. I am here for whoever needs me. Always. You only have to call my name.” 
 
    “Right away,” one of the red-haired men said eagerly. “There are some nymphs in the forest that I’ve always wanted to speak to!” 
 
    “I wonder why,” Belinda chuckled as the two men raced off to the archway. “Now, Jack. You just give me a shout if you need anything, too. It’s time we got this place back to the city it once was. Look sharp, everyone!” 
 
    The hag waved her hand, and the residents jumped into action as they retrieved brooms and hurried over to unlock their shops. It was clear that what was left of this city had a tight bond, and I figured hating their former god had really brought them all closer together. 
 
    I checked my devotional map, and I was happy to see the dots of the residents quickly turning a deep red. It was obvious they were desperate to be rid of their shitty god, and I was happy to lead them into a better life. 
 
    But now my follower count had clocked up to over four thousand. 
 
    Holy shit. My soldiers must really be spreading the word throughout the lands. 
 
    Then a message suddenly appeared on my interface: 
 
    Level up! 
 
    Ability to use priestess power share achieved! 
 
    Gods Destroyed: 5 
 
    I was fascinated to find out what power share meant. Would the women be able to swap powers? My mind raced with the possibilities, and I grinned as I processed the fact I had slain five gods. 
 
    Still, what Xomes had said about the Oracle worried me, but he might have just been full of shit. I couldn’t go searching until I had more information, and I knew I had to try to be patient. 
 
    Nicola slipped her hand into mine as she leaned against me, and she stared at the dry fountain with a dreamy smile.  
 
    “How are you feeling?” I asked. “That letter was quite a shock, I know.” 
 
    “It was.” Nicola nodded. “But the thrill of Xomes dying overrules that. I can’t say I’ll forgive my father just because he apologized. But I am looking forward to seeing him again.” 
 
    I knew that she would need time to process all this information about her estranged family, and I wanted to take her mind off it for a while. She deserved some fun after watching her childhood enemy die. 
 
    “Why don’t you show me around,” I suggested. “I would love a tour of the city where my badass priestess was raised.” 
 
    “I would love that,” Nicola said. “Jack, I feel so incredibly lucky. What you did for me today was amazing. I know you had to kill him anyway, but the fact you let me be a part of it is just…” 
 
    She trailed off as she gazed up at me, and I ran a hand slowly down her back. Her deep brown eyes flickered down to my biceps, and she shot me a grin that suggested she wanted to thank me properly. Then I leaned down to plant a kiss on her full lips, and her tongue danced into my mouth. She gave a soft moan as we enjoyed the taste of each other for a moment, but I suddenly wanted to be somewhere we could be alone. 
 
    The city residents had hurried off to start rebuilding their town, and Nicola led me down one of the cobbled streets. We held hands tightly as we walked, and I couldn’t help glancing down at her impressive cleavage as she kept close beside me. 
 
    “Enjoying the sights?” Nicola purred as she caught me staring, and I grinned. 
 
    “It is a beautiful city,” I said. “But the view I have right now is even better.” 
 
    “Jack,” Nicola whispered. “Watching you kill the god who’d tortured me mentally… it really did something to me. You were so powerful and caring. I felt so important to you.” 
 
    “I love you,” I said gently. “There was no way that piece of garbage was getting away with his bullshit. Not while I’m around to put him in his rightful place.” 
 
    “He didn’t stand a chance!” Nicola snorted. “Hmm, I always liked this building.” 
 
    We stopped outside a two-story structure with a red door and boarded-up windows. There was an old sign that had all the letters worn away from the elements, and empty torch holders sat on either side of the entrance. 
 
    “The old library,” Nicola said. “Xomes shut it down when I was young. He said he didn’t think people should be learning too much, they should be praying at his temple instead.” 
 
    “What an asshole,” I sighed. “He probably didn’t want anyone reading about a better life in case they left.” 
 
    “I’d imagine so,” Nicola said. “It’s a shame the library was abandoned, but I do know that there were lots of very comfortable chairs and tables inside. Maybe I could show you how deeply thankful I am in one of those dim rooms…” 
 
    The brunette pressed her body up against me as she fluttered her eyelashes, and I roamed my hands down to her firm ass. She giggled as I gave each cheek a squeeze, and she glanced over my shoulder. 
 
    “We’d better go inside,” she whispered. “So I can worship my lord in private. I reeeally want to show you how devoted I am.” 
 
    “I mean… I’m a firm believer in my followers doing anything that brings them joy,” I said with a grin. “You can certainly do anything you’d like, Nicola.” 
 
    The stunning priestess started to walk up the library steps as she swung her hips from side to side, and she glanced over her shoulder as I raced behind her. Then she shrieked with laughter as I flung her over my shoulder and pulled the doorway open.  
 
    I carried her into the dim building, and we tumbled into another kiss as I lowered her down. My godly body enveloped hers as she whimpered into my mouth, and I knew I was about to be seriously rewarded for my latest kill.

  

 
   
    Chapter 3 
 
    It was difficult to drag my gaze away from the beautiful priestess, but I was amazed at how stunning the old library was. 
 
    Daylight shone in from between the gaps in the boarded-up windows to reveal a building still crammed full of books. Towering shelves lined the main ground floor, and a wide staircase led up to a smaller area with desks and shorter bookshelves. There was a circular desk near the front of the building that I assumed was some kind of reception, and red armchairs were dotted around for people to sit and read. Half-burned candles were placed on desks, and there were golden sconces lined around the walls. 
 
    It was still completely intact other than the layers of dust that had built up everywhere. The people of the city had clearly cared for the place, and it had just been left stuck in time while it waited for the evil god to die. 
 
    “Isn’t it amazing?” Nicola sighed as she glanced around. “I knew those chairs would still be here.” 
 
    “They look comfortable.” I grinned. “Why don’t we make sure?” 
 
    I pulled her roughly by the waist as I took her in for another kiss. We made out passionately as I started to walk her backward to one of the huge chairs. Nicola roamed her hands all over my arms as I reached behind to squeeze her firm ass. My body sparked with excitement and lust as I pushed her down onto one of the chairs, and she looked up at me with a playful pout. 
 
    Her deep brown eyes shone from the sunlight, and I was transfixed with how utterly perfect she looked. The way her revealing dress clung to each curve was too enticing to believe.  
 
    “Get undressed,” I commanded, and the priestess teasingly wiggled herself out of her outfit. 
 
    Then Nicola sat back fully naked, and I was blessed with the most incredible view from above. Her full breasts were perky and begging to be touched, and I could see a glistening wetness along her perfect slit already.  
 
    I pulled off my armor and clothes hurriedly, and Nicola moaned softly as my rock hard cock was freed. She licked her lips, and I couldn’t wait another moment to hear her moaning.  
 
    “Sit back,” I whispered as I knelt down. “I want my priestess to cum for me.” 
 
    “Oh,” she breathed as I started to kiss her inner thighs. “Master! I am being blessed!” 
 
    The gorgeous brunette sighed happily as I kissed up her sculpted legs until I reached her soft mound. Then I gently licked along her slit, and she shivered excitedly at the touch. 
 
    “Have you been devoted?” I asked quietly. “Do you deserve to cum?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nicola breathed. “Please, my lord. I have been so devoted to my master!” 
 
    I started to softly lick along her glistening wetness, and she moaned as I pushed past her folds with my tongue. She was already soaked, and her sweet juices flowed as I pleasured her.  
 
    “Oooh,” she breathed as I softly licked her clit. “Yes! Master, that feels so good!” 
 
    I sped up my pace until her lean legs began to shake, and I gripped her thighs harshly as her orgasm finally hit her. She whimpered as she dug her fingers into the armchair, and I grinned as I sat back to admire her glowing face. 
 
    “Good girl,” I growled. “Now, I want you to worship your god.”  
 
    Nicola fell to her knees before me as she climbed off the chair, and I groaned as she immediately began to grip my erection with her soft hands. 
 
    “I love your holy cock,” she whispered as she looked up at me. “I need to be purified, master. Please, let me worship you with my mouth.” 
 
    I held her soft hair tightly and guided her lips to the head of my cock. Then she planted a gentle kiss on the tip, and I shuddered as a shock of pleasure raced through my veins. 
 
    “Be a good priestess,” I hissed. “Take my whole cock in your mouth.” 
 
    Nicola ran her tongue up and down my shaft, and she looked up at me playfully as she licked. 
 
    “I said take it all,” I growled. “Bad girl.” 
 
    She whimpered as I roughly guided her lips back to the head of my erection and moved her down so she began to swallow me. Sparks of heat pricked along my skin as her lips wrapped around me, and she moaned as I guided my length inside her mouth. 
 
    Nicola loved being commanded, and it drove me wild to boss her around. Her head moved up and down over my cock, and her warm mouth felt like heaven as she sucked and licked me. I began to thrust deeper inside her, and she spluttered slightly as I held her head in place. 
 
    “Such a dirty priestess,” I hissed. “Look at you taking my cock in your mouth.” 
 
    Nicola’s brown eyes flickered up to me as I fucked her face, and she moaned softly as she pleasured me. I hungrily gazed down at the gentle sway of her breasts, and I knew I had to fuck her immediately.  
 
    “Get up,” I breathed, and she slowly got to her feet. 
 
    She twirled around slowly to give me a full view of her figure, and she played with a strand of dark hair as I took it all in. Then I gripped her waist as I sat down on the armchair, and Nicola swung her legs over me so she was straddling my lap. The gorgeous priestess hovered over my cock with a wry smile, and I grabbed handfuls of her perfect tits.  
 
    “You’ve been such a dirty priestess,” I whispered. “I need to purify you.” 
 
    “Yes,” she breathed. “Please purify me with your big cock, master!” 
 
    Nicola ran her soaked slit along the head of my erection, and a million volts of pure pleasure coursed through me. I held her waist tightly as I started to lower her down, and we both gasped as her tight pussy slid onto my dick. Her tunnel walls clenched around me as she got lower and lower, and I groaned as I finally began to thrust up into her warmth. 
 
    My head spun with bliss as I fucked her, and every stroke got deeper as she bounced down to meet my movements. 
 
    “Yes!” Nicola cried. “Oooh, my lord! Your holy cock is filling me right up!” 
 
    “You’re so tight,” I hissed. “Fuck!” 
 
    I slammed my cock in and out of her perfect tunnel, and every fiber of my being pulsed with pleasure. Nicola moaned and writhed on top of me, and I grabbed her huge tits as I fucked her deeply.  
 
    “Jack,” she breathed. “I’m going to cum again!” 
 
    “Good,” I growled. “Cum for your god.” 
 
    The golden-skinned beauty whimpered as I plunged as deep inside of her as I could go, and our climaxes hit us like tidal waves. Nicola’s tight pussy clenched suddenly as my orgasm hit. The world felt like it was spinning as fiery pleasure exploded within me, and colors danced before my eyes from the blissful feeling. Warm streams of my cum shot inside the priestess for what felt like nearly a minute, and I gasped as I filled her up with my seed until she’d taken every last drop.  
 
    “Oh,” she whispered as we clutched each other tightly. “Jack, thank you.” 
 
    I pulled her close so she was pressed up against me as we both caught our breaths. Nicola nuzzled into me as I stroked her dark hair, and I kissed her cheek softly. My heart was racing as we clung together, and I gently stroked her still flat belly. 
 
    “I love you,” she mumbled. “Today has been amazing.” 
 
    “I love you, too.” I smiled. “I’m so happy I got to do something for you today. You deserve everything and more. Only the best for this mother-to-be.” 
 
    Nicola’s cheeks glowed with sweat and happiness as she slowly slid off me, and we both got to our feet to get dressed. My breathing began to slow down as I pulled my clothes on and made sure the Wrath of Jack was secure on my hip. 
 
    “This really is a beautiful building,” I said as I glanced around. “Do you think they’ll open it back up?” 
 
    “I hope so,” Nicola said. “Belinda seems pretty keen on getting the city back to normal, and there are so many beautiful books here.” 
 
    She looked around longingly at the shelves, and I got the sense that she wasn’t ready to leave her childhood home just yet. Nicola was tough as all hell, but she sometimes needed a nudge to admit to any feelings she had. 
 
    “Why don’t we wander around?” I asked. “Before we head back? You could show me any of your other favorite places.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” Nicola asked. “We don’t have to stick around now that Xomes is dead.” 
 
    “I want to,” I insisted. “Show me all the buildings you grew up around.” 
 
    “Will we have sex in each of them?” Nicola giggled as she adjusted her dress. 
 
    “Let’s see how much time we have,” I chuckled, and we started to head back out of the old library. 
 
    The smell of old books faded as we stepped into the sunny air, and there wasn’t even a hint of wind as the sun beat down on us. Nicola led me down the cobbled streets and pointed out the old stores she used to visit as a child. There was a small green area that had been carefully decorated with red and blue flowers, and we watched as glowing butterflies darted around the plants. It seemed as though Archborough had only needed a few minutes to get used to the freedom of Xomes death.  
 
    Echoes of laughter and talking drifted through the streets, and it sounded like people were happy for the first time in a while. That feeling of saving communities from evil gods was never going to get old. So many folks had left this beautiful city just because of a shitty ruler. 
 
    It was still so bizarre to me that no other god wanted the best for their people, other than Tobias. How could they not get enjoyment from seeing this positive impact on the world? I helped my followers, and they helped me in turn. It was a win-win situation, and I couldn’t wait until the whole world was under my rule. 
 
    My mind couldn’t stop wandering back to what Xomes had said about the oracle as I walked through the city. It could have just been a lie to fuck with my head, but he didn’t seem bright enough to think up something like that on the spot.  
 
    I was itching to hunt for the oracle, but I had no clue where to start looking. Maybe one of my followers would have some idea of where it could be, but it felt like it would be looking for a needle in a haystack, and I couldn’t afford to drop the ball on this.  
 
    Tobias had been my right-hand man every step of the way. Even when I didn’t know he was out there, he was working to bring me closer to becoming the almighty. There was no chance in hell I was going to let him die at the end of all this. He had to be there at the end of all the battles and war, when I finally became the almighty. That was the point of us working as a team. We had to both reap the rewards. He always told me he was the Robin to my Batman, and I wasn’t about to let that kind of friendship and loyalty vanish from the world. 
 
    Not on my watch.  
 
    “Can you believe he rode in on a dragon?” a woman’s voice hissed excitedly as we passed an open door. “A real dragon? I never thought I would see one of the ice breeds in real life. It looks just like the storybooks we used to read!” 
 
    The building was clearly some sort of tavern before Xomes had shut it down, and two young women were inside hurriedly moving tables around and sweeping. They both had skinny, pale faces with blonde hair tucked into tight pleats. An oak bar sat at the back of the room with several high stools running along the front. Peeling blue walls held beautiful paintings, and I figured this was probably a good social spot before the rules had become so strict. 
 
    “And he wants us to open everything again,” the other woman gushed. “He is powerful but kind! I didn’t know gods could be that way. Can you believe how easily he killed Xomes?” 
 
    “And he is so handsome,” the first whispered with a giggle. “His priestess is so beautiful, too! I bet she gets treated like a princess.” 
 
    I grinned as we strolled further down the street, and Nicola laced her hand with mine. 
 
    “Everyone is already excited about having you,” she said. “I can’t believe my old hometown is ruled by my god now. No more evil and fear running the city. Maybe more people will start to return now.” 
 
    We strolled back toward the stone gates, and I could see the dragon sleeping soundly just outside. A few people had carefully crept out to watch, and they stared with open mouths as the huge creature snorted in its sleep.  
 
    Belinda was pulling weeds and old leaves from the fountain, and she waved happily as we approached. Sweat dripped down her horns as she hauled a mass of moldy leaves from the gunky residue in the water feature. 
 
    “Nice tour?” she asked as she threw the plants in a basket. 
 
    “It was thrilling,” I said with a quick grin to Nicola. “I’m really happy to have you all on our side.” 
 
    “We’re happy to be free,” Belinda said as she straightened up from the fountain. “I feel we might need a good god around soon. We might need protection.” 
 
    She glanced up at the sunny sky with a scowl before she bent down to continue to pick out wet weeds. I glanced up to see what she was looking at, but I couldn’t see anything but wispy clouds and endless blue. 
 
    “What do you mean?” Nicola asked. “Can you see the future?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” Belinda said with a wave of her hand. “Hags can just… sense things. It’s like the wind tells me that a big change is on its way. Not like it’s always something important. I once knew change was coming and all that happened was an old tooth fell out.” 
 
    “An impressive gift,” I said. “I hope your people will stand with us whenever change does come. It might be a hell of a lot more dangerous than a broken tooth.” 
 
    “We will stand with you.” Belinda nodded. “It’s been a long time since we’ve had anyone worth believing in. I reckon these folks would do anything for a god like you.” 
 
    The horned woman hummed as she continued to work, and I glanced around at the excited people of Archborough.  
 
    “We’ll leave you to it,” I said. “But just call for me if you ever need anything.” 
 
    “We will,” Belinda said. “Thank you for everything, Jack.” 
 
    The horned woman watched me carefully as we left, and she began to sing loudly when she turned back to her work. Then we walked back through the stone gates, and the ice dragon lazily opened an eye as Nicola stroked its scales. 
 
    “Hello,” she laughed. “Are you enjoying your lie in the sun?” 
 
    “Sorry to wake you,” I chuckled. “But we’re ready to head back to the Dragon Valley now.” 
 
    The huge creature stretched its long limbs out and lowered its body so we could climb on board. A crowd had gathered around the gates to watch in awe as the dragon slowly rose up, and everyone waved and clapped as the huge animal shot into the air.  
 
    I gripped Nicola’s hips as we flew up into the sunny sky, and she sighed happily as we began the journey home. It was hard to feel stressed about anything with the view of my land stretched out before me, but I had to start putting plans into motion. I decided to check the priestesses’ stats to see how they were getting on, and I hoped I would be able to work out what power sharing was soon.  
 
    Nicola was first, and I leaned forward to kiss her head as I checked over her numbers. 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Endurance: 7 
 
    Intelligence: 5 
 
    Perception: 5 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Special Ability: Hunting/Animal Husbandry: Develops into Animal Communication: Level 23 
 
    The brunette’s numbers were starting to get seriously impressive, and her Endurance had gone up since the last time I’d checked. I wondered if the killing of her old god had something to do with that, and she was becoming mentally stronger now that the bastard was truly gone from the world. But the women’s Special Ability points went up with every completed quest, so I was pleased to see Nicola’s had crept up to an even more impressive number.  
 
    Aleia’s stats came next. 
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Endurance: 8 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 6 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Special Ability: Crafting: Develops into Alchemy: Level 23 
 
    As I studied the numbers, I still felt a pang of confusion about her special ability. Her Intelligence had gone up, and I knew she had been practicing extra hours on her crafting skills. I didn’t want to pressure her, but I might have a casual talk with her to try and work out if there had been any hints of alchemy during her crafting sessions. 
 
    I looked at Penelope’s scores next, and I was always impressed with how hard she worked. 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Endurance: 7 
 
    Intelligence: 5 
 
    Perception: 5 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Special Ability: Water Seeking/Fishing: Develops into Water Magic: Level 23 
 
    The naiad’s Perception points were up, and I knew that becoming an expectant mother had made her much more wary of the world around her. She was still a badass warrior, but she had become more careful with examining her surroundings whenever we traveled. Penelope’s water powers were a sight to behold, too, and she had already proven how deadly they could be in battle. 
 
    My battle bird was up next, and I was happy with the skill set the beautiful harpy had.  
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 6 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Special ability: Flame combat: Develops into flame embodiment: Level 16 
 
    Celeste had recently unlocked a whole new set of powers with her flame embodiment, and I was pleased to see her Special Ability number climb with her Strength. The harpy was a gifted fighter, and I had no doubt that I hadn’t scratched the surface of what she was capable of. 
 
    Nieva was the last woman on the list, and her numbers were incredible for being my newest priestess. 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Endurance: 8 
 
    Intelligence: 7 
 
    Perception: 7 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Special ability: Dragon leadership: Develops into storm embodiment: Level 18 
 
    Nieva’s numbers were as amazing as expected. Her stats had been crazy high to begin with due to her years of developing her skills as a dragon queen. Her Agility kept climbing, and I couldn’t wait to see what else her storm embodiment skills could do.  
 
    I was seriously proud of how far all the women had come. The way they worked together to form the ultimate team was amazing, and their deep love for each other just added to the commitment they had to the fight. I had no doubt that the few remaining gods wouldn’t have priestesses as loyal as I did, but then I found my mind wandering back to the oracle. 
 
    Loyal priestesses or not, those remaining gods could still be way ahead of me in finding the rare magical item. 
 
    “Jack?” Nicola asked as she glanced over her shoulder. “Is everything alright? You’ve been very quiet.” 
 
    “I’m fine,” I said as I stroked her dark hair. “I was just lost in thought about that little worship session.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Nicola giggled. “Maybe we’ll get another one in soon.” 
 
    I kissed her neck in response, and I gripped her lovingly as we enjoyed the view. 
 
    The sun blazed down on us as the dragon soared over trees and hillsides toward the valley, but I could barely take in the beauty of it all. I wanted to speak with Tobias soon so we could start to form some sort of plan with the oracle. Even telling him about it was going to suck, but we would find a way to fight it. We always had, and we always would. 
 
     The dragon started to slow down as we neared the central valley, and it circled around the space a few times before it began to descend. Wolves lazily rolled onto their backs in the sunshine, and the old battlefield was calm and still. 
 
    We softly touched down on the valley floor as the dragon lowered its wings so we could dismount. Then I helped Nicola down from the scaly creature’s back, and she lovingly stroked its snout. 
 
    “Thanks for the ride,” I said. “I really appreciate it.” 
 
    The dragon gave me a low bow before it soared up toward its cave, and the baby rushed out to meet it. I chuckled as the growing infant tumbled over its own legs and crashed straight into the older creature. 
 
    “They really like the sunshine,” I said. “I wouldn’t have thought that would be the case for ice dragons.” 
 
    “They’re mysterious creatures.” Nicola smiled. “Let’s go and find the others. I have to tell them all about how handsome you looked when you slayed that bastard god!” 
 
    “And about all the new followers,” I chuckled as Nicola began to pull me along. 
 
    “I suppose,” Nicola said. “But the way your muscles glistened under the sunshine is really the important part of that story. Other than the part when you smashed your sword right into his throat.” 
 
    We strode out of the central valley as voices drifted through the air. I could hear the gruff grunts of orcs, and it sounded like some of my scouts had returned from their quest of gaining me more followers. When we reached the dragon valley, I could see that everyone had gathered around in a group to hear the news.  
 
    Seven orcs, three elves, and a whole colony of Hodges were back from their task of spreading my name throughout the distant lands.  
 
    The priestesses were huddled around talking with the Hodges, and they waved excitedly when they saw us. Then they raced over to greet us, and I laughed as the stampede of beautiful women jumped on me. 
 
    “Good afternoon,” I laughed. “How is everyone doing?” 
 
    “We’re fine,” Celeste said. “But never mind that, how was the god slaying?” 
 
    “You should have seen it,” Nicola groaned. “He made that bastard look like a worm. Jack was amaaazing, and he even let me get a couple hits in!” 
 
    “Wonderful,” Nieva breathed. “Do you feel better now?” 
 
    “I feel like a new woman,” Nicola said. “Just knowing he isn’t out there makes all the difference. Especially since I got to watch Jack fight him to the death.” 
 
    “Oh, Jack!” Penelope said. “Some of the scouts are back, and they all seem to have wonderful news!” 
 
    “Really?” I asked as I strode over to the group. “I’m glad to see you all back safely. How was the journey?” 
 
    “No trouble,” one of the orcs grunted. “There are still many of us out in the darklings’ realm, but we came back to tell you that we have made progress.” 
 
    “A whole new colony of creatures were found,” another orc said gruffly. “They live in a swamp to the west, and they have heard of your greatness already.” 
 
    “Swamp creatures,” I said. “What are they exactly?” 
 
    “Never seen them before,” one of the orcs said. “But they’re double our size and willing to fight. The wolves seemed to impress them.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” I chuckled, and I noticed that a few of the Hodges were bouncing up and down excitedly.  
 
    Their long ears flopped around as they stared up at me, and I felt like a teacher with students desperate for a turn to present to the class. 
 
    “Hodges.” I smiled. “What did you find?” 
 
    “Fairies!” one of them squeaked. “A whole colony of them in a distant forest!” 
 
    “Yes,” another hodge said eagerly. “They look just like Miss Aleia!” 
 
    Everyone turned to look at the fairy, and her forehead crinkled as she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t understand,” Aleia said. “A colony? Are… are my parents there? My family?” 
 
    I knew that the fairy had an upsetting past with her mother and father. They had sold her to a perverted human man when they were desperate for money, and Aleia had only just managed to flee before the wedding. She had stolen the coins given from the asshole in order to survive, and she hadn’t seen her family since. 
 
    Now, there was a whole colony of them up for grabs. The idea of a fairy army excited the strategic part of my mind, but I didn’t want to put my lover through any emotional distress. 
 
    “Your parents are not there,” the hodge said. “I’m sorry, Miss Aleia. We asked all around, but you have an aunt and uncle who have been desperately trying to find you, and your siblings are there!” 
 
    “They are?” Aleia gasped. “Oh, my goodness! But… why aren’t my parents with them? Is the colony in the Deep Hazel Wilds?” 
 
    “I’m not certain about your parents, miss,” the hodge said and nervously shuffled his little feet. “The colony is in the Violet Woods. But I am very sure your aunt and uncle will be able to tell you. They were so excited when I said I knew you.” 
 
    I watched the sweet fairy’s expression flicker between excitement and sadness, and I put an arm around her as her lilac wings fluttered anxiously. Penelope laced her fingers into Aleia’s hand, and I decided to move on to give Aleia a moment to process this information. 
 
    “Great job,” I said to the others. “You’ve done really well.” 
 
    The Hodges pulled on their ears as they stuck their little potbellies out proudly, and Nicola whimpered at the ugly cuteness of it all. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “What about the elves? Any luck up north?” 
 
    “Most people we spoke with were happy to listen,” one of the blue-haired men said. “We met with many farmers. Simple folk, but they made up good numbers.” 
 
    “Some were strong enough to fight,” a green-haired elf said. “But many of them are just keen to keep their heads down and work. I’m not sure how many soldiers we recruited, but plenty of working folk know of your greatness now.” 
 
    “That’s important, too,” I said. “Not everyone is going to be a warrior. We need farmers and market owners just as much. Take some time to rest, you have all traveled far today.” 
 
    The group nodded as they slowly broke apart, and the dragon folk began to pass out cups of tea and bowls of fruit. Hodges bounced around happily as tired-looking orcs tried not to step on them, and everyone got comfortable in the beautiful afternoon sun. 
 
    The priestesses huddled around me with their gazes aimed at their fairy sister. 
 
    I kept Aleia held tightly as I looked down at her, and I decided to test the waters with how she would feel about visiting this fairy group. 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently. “This new colony sounds pretty great, and your aunt and uncle must be desperate to see you.” 
 
    “I’ve never met my aunt or uncle, but they sound nice.” Aleia nodded slowly. “I didn’t think anyone in my family would ever care enough to look for me. It is good to know that my siblings are safe, too. Maybe they ran away from my parents just like I did.” 
 
    “Good,” Nicola said firmly. “Your parents sound about as great as mine were. I reckon you’re better off without them.” 
 
    “Quite right,” Penelope said. “Your family is right here, and your aunt and uncle sound like kinder people.” 
 
    “They do,” I said. “How would you feel about meeting them, Aleia?” 
 
    Aleia looked up at me with wide green eyes, and she pulled on a strand of her strawberry-blonde hair. 
 
    “Only if you want to,” I added. “But if we could reunite you with your family while recruiting an army of fairies, then that would be a trip well spent.” 
 
    “I’ve never thought much about seeing family again,” Aleia said quietly. “But hearing about this colony who all live together makes me curious. It really would be lovely to meet my aunt and uncle, too.” 
 
    She bit her lip as she swayed on the spot, and her beautiful face slowly broke out into a wide smile. 
 
    “Let’s do it,” she said. “I want to meet my new family! Besides, a whole group of fairies would be the perfect addition to your army, Jack!” 
 
    “Amazing.” I grinned. “This is going to be great!” 
 
    “Yes!” Aleia cried as she flung herself into me. “A new family!” 
 
    I cradled her in my arms as she buried her face against my neck, and Penelope bounced excitedly. 
 
    “What a wonderful day,” the naiad said. “Another dead god, and we get to go and meet a whole colony of fairies!” 
 
    “Yesssss!” Nicola hissed. “Another trip!” 
 
    I was coming up to some of the toughest battles I would ever face, and I needed every capable fighter I could get. I could just picture a whole swarm of badass fairies flying to war to fight for my cause, and I felt a thrilling chill run down my spine. 
 
    “Let’s get ready to leave,” I said at once. “We need to be ten steps ahead of the remaining gods, and things are going to get dangerous real soon.” 
 
    “But we will be together,” Penelope said determinedly. “We are stronger than any army the other stupid gods could put together.” 
 
    “Yes!” Aleia cried. “Oh, this is wonderful! These fairies are going to love Jack so much.” 
 
    “I hope so,” I chuckled. “Let’s go and ready the dragons.” 
 
    “I fucking love when you say that,” Nicola chuckled. 
 
    We left the dragon valley in a huddle of excited chatter as the returned soldiers described their travels. Orcs and elves sat with Hodges in the glaring sun, and the dragon folk waved to their queen as she passed by. Then Nicola started to describe my fight with Xomes in detail as the other women listened keenly. 
 
    I was too amped-up to listen to their fawning, though. I felt high on adrenaline from the fight with that asshole god, but now I was truly ready to get some plans set into motion. The worry I had over the Oracle wasn’t as strong as we walked toward the central valley, and I knew I was going to amass an army that would be seriously fearsome.  
 
    Aleia’s family would be a lot easier to win over with her beside me, too, so I was confident we were going to succeed. 
 
    My follower count was already huge, but it kept growing with every minute as my followers spread the word. Finding the Oracle and defeating the remaining gods was going to take every ounce of strength and cunning I had, but I was ready for the challenge. 
 
    I smiled as the sun illuminated the cracks of the hillsides, and my women chattered excitedly. There was only a hint of wispy clouds floating by the blazing sun as a flock of griffins flew by. 
 
     It was a glorious day to win a fairy army.

  

 
   
    Chapter 4 
 
    I was tempted to switch into god form for the journey, but I knew the women would be desperate to have more physical time with me. They had barely let me out of their sights, and I was happy to be around them whenever it was possible.  
 
    We hurried up to the dragons’ cave and found three of them lazing around the entrance as the baby slept. One of the Hodges scurried along beside us as he described the route, and Nieva listened closely so she could relay it to the dragons.  
 
    “Violet Woods,” the winged woman said. “Understood. I’ll pass it all on, thank you.” 
 
    The hodge gave a quick bow and raced off before it had to spend any more time next to the dragons. Nieva stroked one of the huge beasts’ snouts as she muttered into its ear, and it tilted its head as it listened. 
 
    Penelope and Nicola climbed onto one of the dragons’ backs with me before the scaly creature shot into the air. Then the winged women shot up beside us and twirled excitedly through the sunny sky. 
 
    “Let’s go and find some fairies,” I called.  
 
    The dragon seemed to have understood the directions perfectly as it confidently soared north toward the Giant Lands. I hadn’t explored much of that area since my recent victory that won it, and I was curious to get a real look at the land. Studying my territory on the map was mind-blowing enough, but it was always more amazing to see it in real life.  
 
    There was a constant thud of distant, enormous footsteps below as we flew over the land of giants, and I could see a few cyclopes slowly plodding through the trees. They didn’t pay us any attention as we passed over, and I knew most of the one-eyed beasts seemed to stroll around with empty heads. 
 
    As we passed further over, I was amazed to see that everything seemed to mirror how big the creatures of this land were. The trees were double the size of normal ones, and the river was incredibly wide. It was as if the land had adapted itself to be as efficient as possible for the beings who lived there. 
 
    We didn’t fly directly over the walled city that sat quietly over the border, but I was eager to explore it whenever I got a chance. There must be some kind of intelligent beings that resided there to have built a solid structure around their home, and I wondered what other massive beings lived inside. 
 
    Becoming a god with so much territory meant that I wasn’t able to explore every area in person as quickly as I used to, but I wanted to make sure I knew my realm inside and out. It would get harder and harder as I killed off more gods, but knowing my land and people was a skill I prided myself on. 
 
    The women were in high spirits as we soared over the Giant Lands, and Aleia couldn’t stop twirling around as her wings moved in a lilac blur. Her strawberry-blonde hair danced behind her as she flew along and sang up into the sky. 
 
    I knew she hadn’t been feeling confident about her special ability lately, and I hoped that seeing her new family would help comfort her. Maybe being around other fairies would remind her of what she could do and give her a gentle nudge toward her full potential. 
 
    “I can’t wait to meet more fairies,” Penelope said. “I bet they’re all just as adorable and lovely as ours is!” 
 
    “And strong,” Celeste added. “We would be able to take down anyone with a whole fairy army on our side!” 
 
    “Can you imagine how great that would be?” Nicola sighed. “We could just throw giant boulders at anyone who tried to fight us. No army would stand a chance.” 
 
    “Which god will we battle next?” Nieva asked.  
 
    “That hasn’t been decided yet,” I said. “I need to speak with Tobias to plan our strategy, but we will be ready for whoever the hell it is.” 
 
    The sound of giant footsteps started to fade as the trees began to slowly shrink down to regular size, and the land sprawled out into a mass of rolling hills and sapphire-blue streams. Fields with tall grass rustled in the gentle wind and gave off a floral scent that drifted up to greet us. 
 
    “This part of the world is beautiful,” Penelope sighed. “What a gorgeous day to travel!” 
 
    I had to agree that it was a stunning piece of land, and the naiad gasped when we flew over a waterfall that tumbled into a stunningly clear river. The glistening water contrasted against the emerald-green grass of the hill, and I felt Penelope bounce excitedly at the sight. 
 
    “Jack,” she said. “Can we maybe stop for a quick dip in the river? Oh, it looks so beautiful and fresh!” 
 
    “It really does,” Nicola said as she peered down. “A few minutes of a stop won’t hurt, right?” 
 
    “I agree,” I chuckled. “Whatever my priestesses desire.” 
 
    The dragon slowly began to circle over the river as it lowered down to the ground, and there was plenty of room in the open clearing for the massive beast to land. We touched down on the grass, and the dragon bent its legs so that we could climb off. 
 
    Then I helped Nicola and Penelope down and jumped onto the ground to join them. Nieva, Celeste, and Aleia fluttered down to the riverbank, and Penelope rushed over to the bottom of the falls. 
 
    She crouched down as she dipped a hand into the water and sighed as she moved her fingers around gently. 
 
    “I’m just going to warm it up a bit,” she said happily. “Then we can all slip in!” 
 
    “Sounds good to me.” I grinned. “All of my gorgeous women stripping down for a dip? That’s a good way to spend the afternoon.” 
 
    “We do like to put on a show,” Nieva said as she dipped a toe in the river. 
 
    “And I like to watch,” I chuckled. “So it’s a win for everyone.” 
 
    There was a sudden crunch of twigs behind us, and I spun around to see a bizarre creature peering at us from a clump of nearby trees. It was built like a deer, but it was mossy green with yellow eyes. Twisting antlers stuck out of its head, and they were both covered in drapes of plant life and small flowers. The creature had pointed hooves that dug into the ground as it whipped its oddly long tail from side to side. 
 
    I could tell by its timid demeanor that it didn’t mean us any harm, and Nicola gasped as she took a step forward. 
 
    “An elek,” she breathed. “Oh, these are such beautiful creatures! They are very intelligent and kind.” 
 
    The brunette held out a hand as she approached the animal, and I wasn’t shocked to see the creature creep out to meet her. We had yet to meet an animal that couldn’t be tamed by the brunette, and her powers seemed to grow more every day. 
 
    “Hello,” Nicola sang softly. “Don’t be afraid. We are here with the great god Jack. He is a friend to all beings.” 
 
    Her voice drifted into the enchanting melody that she used to speak with animals, and it was hard not to feel anything but comfort as she spoke. 
 
    “Jack is a powerful god,” Nicola continued as she reached the elek. “If you join his following, then you will always be cared for and safe.” 
 
    Penelope suddenly gasped, and I spun around to see her still crouched over with her hand in the water. But the stream had begun to glow silver, and tiny flecks of magic bounced on the surface as Nicola’s voice whispered out from the stream. 
 
    Everything the brunette had just said was gently echoing down the river as the silver water seemed to carry her voice away on the current. We all watched silently as the quiet echo flowed down the surface, and a group of large frogs suddenly sprang up onto the bank. They were dark brown with piercing green eyes, and they hopped around in circles as they left damp footprints on the grass. 
 
    “Jack is our god,” they croaked. “Jack is a kind and powerful leader!” 
 
    I was too stunned to speak for a moment as I watched the small creatures hop around singing my name, and it dawned on me what had just happened. 
 
    “Power sharing,” I breathed. “That’s what it means.” 
 
    “What was that?” Celeste asked as she stared at the river. “Can Penelope use Nicola’s powers?” 
 
    “They combined them,” I said excitedly. “Penelope and Nicola both used their powers in close proximity, and they became one! Holy shit!” 
 
    Nicola stared wide-eyed at the water as she gently stroked the elek’s neck, and Penelope’s mouth hung open as she watched the frogs continue to chant my name. 
 
    “This is a miracle,” the naiad whispered. “My lord! Is this true? Can we combine our powers?” 
 
    “It’s real.” I grinned. “All because of how incredibly hard you’ve worked on your skills. You can all mix your abilities.” 
 
    Penelope suddenly shrieked as she jumped to her feet, and she grabbed Nieva’s hand as she bounced around. 
 
    “We must try every combination possible,” the naiad cried. “Imagine it! Nieva’s storm with my water powers! Celeste’s fire with Nicola’s animal speech!” 
 
    “How would that even work?” Celeste laughed as she was grabbed into the excited dance. 
 
    “I have no idea,” Penelope said. “But gosh, it is so exciting!” 
 
    My mind raced with the different ways their powers could combine, and I already knew that this could create some incredible weaponry in battle. Celeste and Nieva could build some kind of fire rain that fell down onto our enemies. The word of my holy name could be spread so easily with Penelope and Nicola, and we had already seen proof that it worked. 
 
    “This is amazing,” Nicola laughed. “Let’s do it again!” 
 
    She gave the elek a final stroke before she raced to the river, and Penelope quickly bent down to touch the surface. Nieva and Celeste watched excitedly as the water began to glow again, and Nicola spoke the words she wanted to be carried on the current. 
 
    It was like listening to an echoing cave as magic carried the brunette’s voice, and the women all clapped happily as her words were washed far down the stream. 
 
    But Aleia hung back slightly from the group as she watched, and my heart sank when I noticed her expression. She bit her lip as she tugged on her strawberry-blonde hair, and her lilac wings seemed to have drooped at the top. 
 
    “Hey,” I said quietly as I stepped over to her. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “Oh,” she said hurriedly. “Yes, Jack. This really is wonderful news! I’m just… I’m just a bit worried that my powers aren’t as advanced as everyone else’s.” 
 
    She sniffed as he watched the others, and I put an arm around her delicate shoulders. 
 
    “You are going to get there,” I said firmly. “It doesn’t matter if your abilities take a different amount of time to perfect. I know you have so much to give.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the fairy whispered as she nuzzled into me. “I just wish I was as well developed as the others. It feels like I’m letting everyone down.”  
 
    “Don’t you dare say that,” I said. “You are an essential part of this group, and your powers are going to be just as incredible as the others. Go at your own pace and keep practicing. Don’t ever feel like you aren’t contributing, okay?” 
 
    “Thank you,” Aleia sniffed. “You always know what to say to make me feel better, Jack.” 
 
    “Aleia!” Nicola called. “Come on! We’re going to get in.” 
 
    I gave the fairy a squeeze before she raced over to the other women, and I grinned as they began to strip down to bathe. They shimmied out of their clothing as the sunlight illuminated their perfect bodies, and I was blessed with the view of my naked priestesses. I chuckled as they made a show of climbing into the stream slowly, but then I hurried over to join them. 
 
    “Oooh,” Nicola called as she leaned on the bank. “Jack is stripping down to join us! How long is this stop allowed to be?” 
 
    “Good question,” Nieva asked as she eyed my biceps. “It is rather easy to get carried away when Jack shows us his body.” 
 
    “Just a quick dip.” I grinned as I got undressed. “We need to keep traveling, but that doesn’t mean we can’t enjoy the water for a little while.” 
 
    I groaned as I stuck my foot under the surface and was immediately warmed by the perfect water. My whole body felt like it was being massaged as I slipped into the river, and the women giggled as they huddled close to me. 
 
    “Penelope,” I groaned. “You have truly outdone yourself with this water. It feels amazing.” 
 
    “Thank you,” the naiad gushed. “I really think I’ve perfected the enchantment!” 
 
    I sat back as the sun warmed my face, and my naked beauties floated around me as they enjoyed the water. Every muscle pain was gone as the liquid lapped at my body, and the women rained kisses down all over me as we bathed. Aleia cuddled up to me as the others splashed each other, and I slyly roamed a hand down to cup the fairy’s pert tits. 
 
    She giggled as I massaged her nipples, and she leaned her head into my chest. 
 
    I could have stayed in the water all day as I watched my priestesses swim and laze around in the water. They even took it in turns to swim up to me and plant deep kisses on my lips, and I groaned with happiness every time their bodies were pressed up against mine. 
 
    But my mind raced with the new power sharing ability we had uncovered. I couldn’t wait to try out all the different combinations of powers, even though I felt terrible that Aleia was upset about her skills. Still, her special ability score was the same as Nicola and Penelope’s, so did that mean she had serious power locked away, and she just needed to tap into it somehow? Was she already a master of alchemy and just didn’t realize it?  
 
    It was overwhelmingly tempting to sit back in the water all day and explore the women’s new power sharing abilities. I wanted to try out every combination possible until we crafted the ultimate weapon. But I knew we needed to get moving before it got too late in the day. I didn’t want to be intruding on the bedtime of the baby fairies or disturbing their sleep. 
 
    “We should make a move,” I said as I stroked Aleia’s hair. “As much as I want to stay here all day with you, we’d better get going to meet our fairies.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” Nicola sighed as she ran a hand through her wet hair. “But we need to remember this spot for the future, it’s sooo gorgeous. Especially when Jack is naked in here with us.” 
 
    “The view is wonderful,” Celeste giggled. “But I suppose we’d better continue with our quest.” 
 
    “One last kiss,” Nicola purred as she swam toward me, and I pulled her closely as she hungrily met my lips.  
 
    My mind flashed back to our passionate session in the library, and I almost got distracted all over again. Then we began to climb out of the water, and I made sure to give each priestess a squeeze on the ass before we pulled our clothes on. 
 
    The dragon had rolled onto its side to bask in the sunshine, and it seemed reluctant to move as Nieva stroked its snout. Everyone was in high spirits after the soothing bathing session, and I was glad to see that Aleia had perked up, too. 
 
    We climbed back onto the dragon and began the second part of our journey to the fairies. 
 
    I sat behind Penelope and Nicola, and I clung onto the naiad’s waist as we soared over the expanse of green hills that seemed to stretch on forever. The sky stayed cloudless and bright through the afternoon, and the ground below us started to become filled with twisting trees with purple leaves.  
 
    “Look!!” Aleia called excitedly. “We’re almost there!” 
 
    The trees had an orange tinge to their trunks that contrasted against the deep purple of the leaves. It was a beautiful forest, and I couldn’t wait to meet the potential group of fairy soldiers. 
 
    The dragon slowed down as we reached the middle of the woods, and Aleia pointed down to a huge structure that was built into the trees. It looked like a treehouse that was the size of a mansion, and it was crafted from the orange-colored wood of the forest. There was a fence that ran around the perimeter of the roof along with a staircase that led down into the structure. 
 
    “That must be the landing spot,” Aleia said. “I think the dragon will have to hover over it!” 
 
    “Let’s go!” Nieva called. “This way, my darling!” 
 
    The dragon followed its queen down toward the structure, and the huge creature got as close as it could to the roof without landing. There were only a couple of feet to the drop, but I made sure that Penelope and Nicola were lowered down gently before I jumped off. Then the scaly creature grunted gently as it flew back up, and it soared off to find somewhere to wait. 
 
    Aleia stared at the staircase as she played with a strand of hair, and I offered out a hand to her. 
 
    “You can do this,” I said. “Let’s go and meet your new family, okay?” 
 
    “Yes.” Aleia nodded. “I can do this! These are my people…” 
 
    The fairy grabbed my hand as she determinedly stomped toward the staircase, and the women grinned as we hurried behind the fairy. 
 
    Aleia led us down the narrow steps, and I followed right behind her as we emerged into a huge room that had some branches poking through the walls. Circular windows let the sunlight spill in and onto the hardwood floor that was covered in wooden chairs draped with green blankets. It was a very cozy space, but the most incredible sight was the crowd that was mingling around and flying through the room. 
 
    Penelope gasped behind me as we found ourselves looking at a whole house full of fairies. 
 
    They all had similar skin tone and builds to Aleia, but their wings varied in color. Some had sparkling green membranes stretched out behind them, and others had pale blues that shimmered every time they moved. Tiny fairy children raced around excitedly as their parents chased them, but everyone spun around to face us as the room fell silent. 
 
    “Hello?” a female voice squeaked, and a beautiful fairy woman stepped forward. “Are you… Aleia?” 
 
    She had blonde hair that was in a thick pleat and purple wings with flecks of silver throughout. Her face was dainty and sculpted, and there was no doubt that she was related to my fairy lover. 
 
    “I am,” Aleia said nervously. “Is it okay that we came to visit?” 
 
    “My darling,” the older fairy said softly. “I have been looking for my beautiful niece for so long!” 
 
    Her eyes welled up with tears as she hurried forward, and the two fairy women embraced tightly. 
 
    “I can’t believe there are so many of us here,” Aleia whispered. “This is a real family.” 
 
    “We are your family,” the old fairy said. “Welcome home.” 
 
    “Oh,” Penelope cooed. “This is so lovely!” 
 
    A red-haired male fairy hurried through the crowd, and Aleia sobbed as she leapt into his offer of a hug. His green wings were more pointed than the women’s, and they had flecks of matte black throughout them. 
 
    “I’m guessing that’s her uncle,” Nieva said. “How wonderful!” 
 
    “Come over!” Aleia called as she pulled back from the hug. “Everyone, this is my aunt and uncle!” 
 
    “It’s an honor,” I said as I stuck out my hand. “I am Jack, the God of Ones and Zeroes, and your niece is deeply important to me.” 
 
    The two fairies looked stunned as they looked me up and down, and Aleia nodded encouragingly.  
 
    “Jack,” her uncle said slowly as he shook my hand. “Wait a minute… surely not the same Jack who just defeated the God of Darkness?” 
 
    “That’s me,” I chuckled, and the crowd of fairies gasped as they exploded into conversation. 
 
    “A god,” Aleia’s aunt breathed. “But… Why are you here, your holiness? Aleia, you are friends with this god?” 
 
    “Wellllll…” the fairy hummed. “We’re actually more of a family. I love Jack with all of my heart, and I am having his baby!” 
 
    Aleia’s aunt gasped, and then she immediately began to stroke her niece’s belly with cooing noises. 
 
    “A baby with a god,” her uncle muttered while his eyes popped wide open. “C-Can this be true? Our niece is the… partner of the great god Jack?” 
 
     “She is,” Nicola said proudly. “We all are, in fact. I’m pregnant, too…” 
 
    I smirked at the brunette’s casual brag, but Penelope eagerly shoved herself to the front of the group. Then she stood nice and tall as she fluffed her blonde hair to perfection. 
 
    “We are the humble but extremely beautiful priestesses of Jack,” Penelope announced with flair. “Our lord cares so very well for us all, and we in turn care very, very, very well for him. And we also fight in battles that we’ve gotten super good at winning. We really are one loving family.” 
 
    The two older fairies studied the other priestesses for a moment, and I was slightly worried about Nicola’s blunt phrasing and Penelope’s bold announcement. But they broke into wide smiles as they held their niece close, and everyone else seemed just as excited. 
 
    “I feel like we have much to catch up on,” Aleia’s aunt laughed. “My name is Amalla, and this is Axis. Welcome to our home.” 
 
    “Aleia?” a voice squeaked, and we looked over to the balcony entrance to see a group of young fairies that had just landed. 
 
    Their faces were pink from flying, and they clutched baskets of berries and fresh fruit. All of them had strawberry-blonde hair, and their wings were various shades of purple. The boy who had spoken looked to be the oldest of the group, and his lip started to tremble as he looked over at us. 
 
    “Ash?” Aleia whispered. “Is… is that you?” 
 
    The boy fairy dropped his basket and raced through the treehouse with the other nine young fairies in tow. Then he leapt onto Aleia with a wild cry, and the two began to sob gently as they hugged. 
 
    All the rest of the newly arrived fairies broke out into cries and shouting as they pulled Aleia in every direction for a cuddle, and I knew without a doubt that her siblings had just arrived. 
 
    And holy shit, were they adorable. 
 
    They were as dainty as willow leaves with dimples and sparkling eyes, and I’d never seen anything so cherub-like in my life. 
 
     I stood back with the rest of the priestesses to give them space for the family reunion, and Aleia’s eyes were filled with tears as she laughed and held her siblings’ faces. 
 
    “Jaaaack…” Penelope whisper-squealed in my ear. “Mini fairiiiieeeees!” 
 
    “I know,” I chuckled back. 
 
    “So… so… cute!” the naiad squeaked, and she looked ready to explode from the sight. “You are going to have the absolute sweetest, most dimpled, and angelic little fairy babies–” 
 
    “Shhh…” I whispered through my grin. “Let’s not interrupt this.” 
 
    “You all have become so big!” Aleia cried to the tiny troop around her. “Who let you all grow up?” 
 
    “We looked for you,” Ash said as he wiped his eyes. “I ran away for weeks after you left to try and find you.” 
 
    “You did?” Aleia breathed. 
 
    “Of course,” Ash said. “You’re my big sister. I love you.” 
 
    “We all do,” the tiniest girl squealed. “Aleia, guess what! I can fly properly now!” 
 
    “That is wonderful,” Aleia sniffed. “This is the greatest day! How did this all come to be? How did you all find each other? Where are mother and father?” 
 
    The tree house fell silent as the fairies exchanged glances, and Ash gave his sister a kiss on the cheek. 
 
    “Aunt Amalla can tell you everything,” he said softly. “Why don’t you speak with her and catch up? The little ones don’t need to hear this story.” 
 
    He stroked the smallest fairies’ heads gently, and Aleia nodded. 
 
    “Good plan,” Amalla said. “Let’s head out to the deck.” 
 
    “‘Scuse me,” the smallest fairy girl said as she toddled up to me. “Why do you have a sword?” 
 
    She stared up at me with huge blue eyes as she stuck three fingers in her mouth and drooled slightly. 
 
    My heart practically snapped open at the cuteness. 
 
    “In case I need to protect anyone.” I smiled. “If I meet any bad creatures, then I can fight them.” 
 
    “Are you married to Aleia?” the girl asked. “Because that means you are Uncle Jack.” 
 
    “Uncle Jack!” another little boy piped up, and Aleia squealed with happiness.  
 
    “Okay, I am going to die at how cute this is,” Nicola hissed as the fairy children began to run in circles and chant my name. 
 
    “I’m already dead,” Penelope croaked and fanned her teary eyes. “I can’t handle this, but I absolutely cannot look away…” 
 
    I laughed as we followed Aleia’s aunt and uncle through the huge room, and I smiled at the curious fairies as we passed. Ash ushered his smallest siblings off to store their baskets, and he gave Aleia a tearful smile. 
 
    They led us out through the open doorway, and I stepped out onto a long balcony that overlooked a small clearing in the trees. Even more fairies were fluttering around outside, and we were met with curious stares as Amalla gestured to a chair. The furniture was all built for creatures smaller than five feet, and I didn’t trust the wood to be able to hold my frame. 
 
    “I’ll stand.” I smiled as I leaned against the balcony wall. “This is a really lovely home.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Axis said as the priestesses carefully took their seats. “I’m sure Aleia has many questions, and I will try my best to answer them.” 
 
    “I just want to know what happened,” Aleia said. “Where are my parents? How did this colony begin?” 
 
    “First of all,” Amalla said gently. “You need to know that your real family are all here. The ones who have looked for you all this time.” 
 
    “I know,” Aleia whispered. “I feel at home already.” 
 
    “Your parents were invited to join us,” Amalla said. “After so many fairy homes were destroyed by the ongoing troll wars, we decided we would be stronger together. The Deep Hazel Wilds were in a bad way, and we tried to get your parents to leave for the Violet Woods.” 
 
    “It was all Amalla’s idea,” Axis said proudly. “She started to send word out to all fairies in the nearby woods. Together, we could build somewhere new far up in the trees where we could share skills and learn from one another.” 
 
    “Everyone was so eager.” Amalla smiled. “We had never experienced any community like this before. But you parents did not like the idea.” 
 
    “They were angry that you ran away,” Axis said gently. “That man you were promised to… well, he was right pissed about missing out. They were embarrassed and kept promising him you’d come back, but we hoped you wouldn’t, to be honest. We were so proud of you for doing that, Aleia. It was very brave.” 
 
    “We truly were proud.” Amalla nodded. “But there was a wealthy duchess who wanted a servant, too, and they planned to sell Ash to her not long after you left.” 
 
    “Motherfuckers!” Nicola blurted out, and every fairy flying in the vicinity gasped as they almost fell from the sky. “Uh, sorry.” 
 
    “Don’t be,” Amalla said. “I share your anger.” 
 
    “My baby brother,” Aleia hissed. “They… they were going to sell him to a duchess?” 
 
    Her pale face flushed with anger as her fists curled up, and Penelope leaned over to stroke the fairy’s arm. 
 
    “So,” Amalla continued. “We took control of the situation right then. We knew it wouldn’t stop there if someone didn’t step in. The children were snuck out during the night, and we took them here with the growing population of fairies.” 
 
    “Everyone became soldiers overnight,” Axis chuckled. “Not a soul was going to let your parents in to take the children back. We took shifts as lookouts.” 
 
    “And so they left the Deep Hazel Wilds,” Amalla said. “We cannot say where they went, but they told us that their children were theirs to sell. Your mother said that I was stealing her hard-earned money from her by protecting the children she wished to get rid of. That was the last thing my sister ever said to me.” 
 
    “Cowards,” Nieva said with a stern look. “How dare they.” 
 
    “If I ever meet them,” Celeste growled, “they’ll get to see exactly how strong my flame abilities have become.” 
 
    “You have loyal friends.” Amalla smiled. “I really am sorry about your parents. They lost their way and their values.” 
 
    “And their family,” Aleia said. “Thank you for everything you did for my siblings. I am so proud of everything this community represents.” 
 
    “We would do anything for them,” Axis said. “But now that that’s been said… I’m curious to hear about the reason for your visit. Did your, uh… god boyfriend… want to introduce himself before the baby came?” 
 
    “Partly,” I said. “But I also wanted to speak with you about your alliance with the gods.” 
 
    “I assume Aleia told you,” Axis said. “Fairies don’t really follow any particular god. It just isn’t in our nature.” 
 
    “I know.” I nodded. “But I wanted to let you know what I can offer you in return for your faith.” 
 
    “You would not believe the things Jack has done,” Aleia said.  
 
    “We have heard some tales,” Amalla said with a light chuckle. “The story of you defeating the God of Darkness spread faster than the wind. I have to say, I was very impressed with that.” 
 
    “We all were.” Axis nodded. “And the God of Giants, too. That land is so close to ours, and it has been so much quieter since his downfall.” 
 
    It seemed like the fairies were at least curious about me, and I was grateful they were willing to listen.  
 
    “Jack has saved so many,” Nieva said with a regal nod. “I myself was captured by an evil god before he found me, and my powers have grown every day that I have known him. He brings nothing but happiness into the lives of those who put their faith in him” 
 
    “It’s true.” Celeste nodded. “He saved me from a colony of gargoyles, and I’ve become stronger than ever before.” 
 
    “And his people are always cared for,” Penelope piped up. “Unlike other gods, Jack listens to what his people have to say. He cares about them, and that’s why his armies are always so strong. We are not just soldiers who fight for him, we are friends, family, and neighbors. All of us are so closely knit now that Jack has given us his holy guidance.” 
 
    “Well, that is quite a lot,” Amalla murmured as she eyed me up and down once more. 
 
    A fairy woman with pink wings carried out a tray full of teacups, and I smiled as she fluttered up to offer me one. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said before I sipped the sweet tea and looked out into the purple leaves. Then a flock of golden butterflies flew past. “This is quite a relaxing part of the forest you have here.” 
 
    “It is truly a blessing to us,” Amalla said. “I am glad we have never had to protect it from horrible threats, but we would in a heartbeat.” 
 
    “Is that why you are here?” Axis asked. “You think that we may need to fight for our land soon?” 
 
    “It is possible,” I sighed. “We have no idea which god will challenge me next, but I know they won’t care about destroying any land they choose to.” 
 
    Amalla frowned with worry, but Axis looked more focused on solutions. 
 
    “You rode a dragon here,” Axis said with an impressed nod. “I didn’t think they would ever bow to a god.” 
 
    “They never did,” Nieva said. “Until Jack came along. They are ancient beings, and they could sense the sort of power of justice he would lead with.” 
 
    “Did you hear about Evelhelm?” Aleia asked eagerly. “He saved the whole town from a storm of squall sprites!” 
 
    “The rumor did travel.” Amalla nodded. “It is hard to comprehend a god doing so much good for so many types of folks.” 
 
    The fairy studied me once more as she sipped her tea, and I could see a crowd of others listening by the doorway.  
 
    “I want you to know that I will protect you,” I said. “If any of you were willing to join me in battle, and lend your incredible strength to our fight, then I would do everything in my power to make sure you were safe. Not only on the battlefield, but here in your wonderful woods.” 
 
    Aleia’s aunt and uncle shared a glance, and I was glad they weren’t giving me a flat-out refusal. But it was clear that this wasn’t going to be a simple thing for them to accept after living so long without a god. 
 
    “Our niece is surely a good judge of character,” Amalla said at last. “If she has followed you and loved you enough to bear your child, then I have no other choice but to trust you, Jack.” 
 
    “Fairies have never followed a god,” Axis muttered. “But that does not mean things could never change. Some traditions are made to be broken.” 
 
    “So you would consider it?” I asked. “Joining us, and fighting when the time was right?” 
 
    “We don’t take this lightly,” Axis assured me. “Other gods have tried to tempt the fairies before, but they used intimidation and other cruel methods. We have been threatened with vicious creatures, and some gods have told us they will burn our homes down while we sleep unless we join them.” 
 
    “That is terrible!” Penelope gasped. “All because they wanted to use your strength, how rude…” 
 
    “Your methods are different,” Amalla said as she looked up at me. “A god with dignity and honesty is not something we have seen before. You truly are unique, Jack.” 
 
    We sipped our drinks as I gave the fairies time to think, and the sky started to darken slightly as the evening began to set in. More golden butterflies drifted by, and their wings glowed slightly as the light got dimmer. 
 
    “You know… fairies do not lose their strength with age,” Axis said after a moment. “If we were to join your alliance, you would be gaining a whole group as strong as Aleia. I’m sure you have seen her in action.” 
 
    The fairy puffed out his chest as he spoke about his niece, and I could tell how proud he was of her. 
 
    “She is incredible,” I said with a grin. “I did wonder how many fairies had this gift of such strength. It would be an element more valuable than any I could build or hope to find elsewhere.” 
 
    “What do you think?” Aleia asked eagerly. “Would you consider joining Jack?” 
 
    “We must think of the greater good of all fairies,” Axis said with a sage-like nod. “If Jack is the force that will lead us against evil, then we have to be smart.” 
 
    “Besides…” Amalla smiled. “It is clear to me how much he loves you, Aleia. I can see it in his eyes.” 
 
    I felt my cheeks get a bit hot as everyone turned their gaze toward me as if to check if this was true, and Aleia giggled at my awkward nod. 
 
    Then I glanced at the doorway to see that the fairies inside had given up all attempts at subtlety. They sat gawking at me even as the little ones yawned. 
 
    “We have not had visitors in a while,” Axis chuckled. “You are the first god that has come here to speak, and not to threaten.” 
 
    “Now,” Amalla said. “You need to tell me the important stuff. Have you picked out names for the baby?” 
 
    Aleia giggled as the conversation turned to the children, and I sipped my tea as I watched the family bond. But I also checked my interface, and a grin spread over my face as the colored dots slowly changed before my eyes. The deep yellows of the fairies started to shift into pure orange dots, and I knew that visiting Aleia’s family had been the right move. The more we stayed and spoke, the darker the dots became. 
 
    The fairy people hadn’t been given any real reason to trust gods so far, but I was changing that. 
 
    As the sky darkened even more, and our tea was refilled, I started to see more red dots than orange. Fairies spilled out onto the balcony to speak with us, and I told as many as I could the stories of our recent battles. 
 
    They were intrigued by the different species who had joined together for my army, and I could tell how curious they were about fighting. Some of the younger fairies even started to demonstrate their strength by lifting up the biggest boulders they could find and carrying them back to the treehouse. One excited girl even tried to lift me up before her mother swatted her away. 
 
    I laughed as the fairies became more open and playful, and we chatted about the nearby lands until the stars began to shine. Aleia rested her head on her aunt’s shoulder as we spoke, and the baby fairies couldn’t get enough of our tales about wolves and dragons. 
 
    After a couple of hours, I checked my interface again to see a sea of red dots light up the treehouse. 
 
    My mission had been a success. I had just acquired a whole army of fairies.

  

 
   
    Chapter 5 
 
    The moon was full and high in the sky by the time we started to leave. The baby fairies had fallen asleep in their mothers’ arms after hours of running in manic circles screaming about their Uncle Jack. The priestesses were drowsy as they spoke, too, and I knew we should start to head home. 
 
    We had spent hours talking about the battles we had faced, and all the creatures who had come to be in my army. The fairies were especially fascinated by the dragons, cyclopes, and all the huge beings that had given me their devotion. It was clear that they were actually fascinated by gods, and I learned that Ethan had tried to recruit them once, too. 
 
    It was no surprise that his method had been to threaten them with violent squall sprite storms, but the fairies showed no interest in his offers. They had stood their ground and relied on the forest spirits to keep their trees standing tall, and Ethan had clearly gotten bored when he just stopped appearing to them one day.  
 
    I made sure to answer all of Amalla and Axis’ questions so they knew they were in safe hands. My tea was refilled time after time throughout the evening, and bowls of fresh berries were passed around until I was nearly bursting with the stuff.  
 
    Aleia was flushed with happiness as she stifled a yawn, and I realized she had barely stopped smiling the whole time we were there. Her siblings had come out to join us hours ago, and Ash sat with his head resting on his sister’s shoulder. 
 
    “I think we should head back,” I said gently as I glanced up at the stars. “You’ve been really hospitable, but we should head home for everyone to get to sleep.” 
 
    “You are welcome to sleep here,” Amalla offered. “Although, I am not sure we have a bed big enough for you, Jack!” 
 
    “That’s kind,” I chuckled. “But I have things I need to sort out with Tobias. We will see each other again soon, though.” 
 
    The fairies nodded as everyone started to get to their feet, and the babies were hauled off to be put in bed. 
 
    I had told them all about my alliance with Tobias, and they were amazed that two gods could be genuine friends. It was clear they had never had any positive run-ins with any gods before, and it seemed I’d changed their whole perspective of what a god could and should be. 
 
     We followed Aleia’s aunt and uncle back through the treehouse, and we made our way up to the rooftop as the whisper-soft snores of baby fairies rang out through the woods. 
 
    But Aleia’s tired siblings hurried after her so they could all say goodbye together. 
 
    “Will we see you again?” one of the girls asked. “You will visit?” 
 
    “Of course,” Aleia promised. “I have my brothers and sisters back! You can’t get rid of me now!” 
 
    Nieva called for the dragon, and we only had to wait a moment before the powerful flapping of huge wings filled the air. A few excited fairies flew out of the treehouse to watch, and they gasped as they nudged each other excitedly.  
 
    “They really are amazing creatures,” Axis breathed as the scaly animal drew closer. “And they just let you ride them?” 
 
    “They do,” Nieva said. “It is a rare thing, but they trust and love us completely.” 
 
    “Fascinating,” Axis mumbled. 
 
    “You should come and visit us in my Dragon Valley.” Nieva smiled. “Perhaps you would all like to meet the baby dragon.” 
 
    The tiny fairies squealed with excitement at the prospect, and Aleia kissed each of them on the cheek as she whispered her goodbyes. She hugged Ash last, and the siblings held each other tightly under the stars. 
 
    “Bye, sister,” the boy mumbled. “See you again soon.” 
 
    “You will,” she promised. “My big, strong baby brother.” 
 
    Aleia hugged her aunt and uncle tightly as the dragon lowered itself down all the way, and then I helped Nicola and Penelope clamber up onto its back. 
 
    “Stay safe,” Amalla said as she stroked her niece’s cheek. “We’ll be here whenever you need us.” 
 
    The old fairy turned to me and smiled as she wiped away a tear. 
 
    “Jack,” Amalla said softly. “Thank you for taking care of her. I think the fairy people will do well under your guidance.” 
 
    “It’s an honor,” I replied. “You’ve made the right choice, and I’ll speak with you again soon.” 
 
    “Just let us know when we’re needed.” Axis nodded. “We will fight alongside you, Jack.” 
 
    I climbed up onto the dragon behind Penelope and waved at the fairies as the huge creature started to rise into the night sky. Aleia’s family flew up to wave while we began to move, and the fairies blew kisses as we left the treehouse behind. Some of the younger ones flew hurriedly over the purple trees to keep watching until the dragon’s speed became too much for them to keep up with. 
 
    “That was awesome,” I sighed. “Your family is amazing, Aleia. They really saved your siblings, but I’m sorry that your parents turned out to be so… shitty.” 
 
    “It is all in the past,” Aleia said. “Now that I have a huge family, I don’t need the ones who broke my heart. Oh, it was so incredible to see my brothers and sisters again!” 
 
    “They’re an amazing group,” I agreed. “I can’t believe they were willing to change their beliefs for me.” 
 
    “I can,” the fairy said dreamily. “Fairies are very observant people, and they could obviously see what a good heart you had!” 
 
    “And how powerful you are,” Celeste purred as she flew closer to us. “All those stories we had about you in battle were enough to win over anyone!” 
 
    “The little ones are sooo cute,” Penelope groaned. “The tiny wings! The dimples! I cannot wait to meet your little one, Aleia!” 
 
    “But that visit did make me more eager for our own births,” Nicola said with a grin. “These tiny god-babies of ours can’t come fast enough.” 
 
    “Still a while to wait,” I chuckled. “But we’ll have plenty of adorable kids running around soon enough.” 
 
    Penelope rubbed her belly happily in front of me, and I knew the naiad was more impatient than ever before to become a mother. The fairy kids had been insanely cute, and it made me excited for my impending fatherhood. I only hoped I could rid the world of evil gods by the time it came. 
 
    The wind had picked up slightly as we soared away from the Violet Woods, and the women were quiet as we headed back to the Dragon Valley. I could tell they were exhausted from the day’s events, but my mind was alert and racing. 
 
    I had a whole army of super strong fairies at my disposal, and I was already planning how they could be used in battle. They were small enough to stay stealthily hidden, but their combined strength would be enough to match the giants. 
 
    Finding out that the priestesses could combine their powers also seriously upgraded our combat options, and I was itching to get the women practicing. The new power sharing combined with the fairy army had made this a fucking amazing day for my ranks, and I had a new surge of confidence for our next fight. 
 
    Penelope rested her head back on my chest as we approached the Giant Lands, and I could still hear the steady thudding of huge footsteps echoing out over the huge trees. I noticed there were torches burning inside the walled city, and I could hear a dull roar off in the distance. 
 
    It wasn’t long before the dragon sailed into the central valley and began to lower itself, and a pack of wolves slinked along the darkened hillside with some fresh kill hanging from their mouths. Then they shot us friendly, muffled howls as they hurried into their cave to enjoy their food. 
 
    “Oh,” Penelope said sleepily as the dragon touched down to the ground. “I was falling asleep there!” 
 
    “I almost did, too,” Celeste yawned and tiredly flapped once more to touch down. “Which is not a great thing to do when you’re flying.” 
 
    “Time for bed,” I chuckled. “Let’s get my beautiful priestesses to their hut for some rest.” 
 
    We climbed down to the ground, and the dragon gave a soft roar as Nieva and Nicola stroked its snout. The huge creature bowed to me before it slowly flapped up to its cave and vanished into the darkness. 
 
    All of the priestesses yawned as we began to walk through the valley, and I could hear hushed voices drift through the air. As we walked toward the dragon folk huts, I could see there was a group gathered around a campfire. 
 
    Tobias was there with Lurk, Olwen, and some other orcs and dragon-men who must have returned from their mission. 
 
    I was glad to see more of my soldiers had returned, and I knew I should start calling the rest of them back soon. If another war was near, then I would need all of my best fighters ready for action. 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias called as he spotted us. “I was just checking in on how the mission was going. It seems your people have been working day and night to spread the word.” 
 
    “I never doubted them.” I grinned as we joined the group. “Any problems on your journey?” 
 
    “Nothing we couldn’t handle,” Lurk grunted and shrugged his enormous orc shoulders. “The wolves we rode have gone off to hunt for the night, but they earned it.” 
 
    “They certainly did,” Olwen snorted as he shifted his icy wings. “You should have seen the expression on some of those dark creatures’ faces when they saw those wolves.” 
 
    “Tell me everything,” I said. “What did you find in the Dark Lands?” 
 
    “Some creatures were easily swayed,” Olwen said. “Mostly the cowardly little animals of the forest who just needed someone to tell them what to do. There were shitloads of elek, some water pixies, and a few griffins who hadn’t been too fond of their old god anyway.” 
 
    “Then there were the serpents,” Lurk growled. “They tried to fight us when we first arrived.” 
 
    “Serpents?” I asked. “Are they just snakes?” 
 
    “Big as horses,” Lurk grunted and sent me an orcish grin. “Wormed their way up from deep below the ground, and the God of Darkness scared them into submission.” 
 
    “We had to show them who’s boss,” Olwen said with a nod. “But it turns out that dragon-men, orcs, and wolves are enough to scare the shit out of any creatures.” 
 
    He grinned at Lurk, and the orc gave the dragon-man a respectful nod. 
 
    “I knew I sent the right team,” I chuckled. “So these serpents are on our side now?” 
 
    “That’s right.” Olwen nodded. “I reckon there’s about fifty of them out there. Maybe more. It’s hard to tell when they usually live underground.” 
 
    “There will be more than that,” Tobias said. “Serpents usually live together in the hundreds. They have huuuge tunnels dug out deep underground, and there’s usually a queen that rules over them all.” 
 
    Along with the Hodges, that meant I now had two colonies of underground burrowers, although I wasn’t sure my long-eared friends would be very eager to work alongside huge snakes. They might need a bit of warming up before that alliance could take off. 
 
    “What about the mermen?” I asked. “How are they doing out there?” 
 
    “They’ve found a deep lake far inside the borders of the Dark Lands,” Olwen said. “Rumor has it, there’s a pack of giant squids down there, so they’re moving in on that.” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tobias gasped. “Giant squids are deadly as fuck. They would be incredible allies to have!” 
 
    I hadn’t met a giant squid yet, but if they were anything like the kraken I’d fought, then they were a force to be reckoned with. 
 
    It seemed that sending my men into the land of the darklings had been worth it, and I wondered if any of the evil elves were left out there. We had killed so many of them in battle, but I had a feeling there might still be some of them lurking around in the eerie lands to the west. 
 
    “You’ve all done great,” I said. “Go get some rest, and I’ll check in on the rest of your people soon. We’ll need to bring everyone back before we can start planning our next moves.” 
 
    The orcs started to plod back to their caves, and the dragon-men headed for their various huts. Aleia looked like she was about to fall asleep on her feet, and the rest of the priestesses had their eyes half-closed as they yawned. 
 
    “Bedtime,” I said gently as I kissed Celeste’s head. “I’ll see you all in the morning.” 
 
    “Good night,” Nieva mumbled as she rubbed her eyes.  
 
    “Yes,” Penelope said. “My lord, we’ll see you tomorrow.” 
 
    “Bye, Uncle Jack,” Nicola giggled. 
 
    The women waved sleepily as they hurried off to their cabin, and I chuckled as I watched them stumble into the doorway. 
 
    “Long day?” Tobias grinned as I sat on a log beside him. “Are you someone’s uncle now?” 
 
    “You could say that,” I said. “I just convinced a whole army of fairies into following me.” 
 
    “What?” Tobias gasped. “Fairies? They don’t worship gods! How the fuck did you do that?” 
 
    “I’m just super charming,” I said, and Tobias nudged me. 
 
    “That’s impressive,” he said. “Your army is becoming a serious force to be reckoned with. Fairies, giant squids, serpents. It’s the deadliest group of creatures we could have dreamed up.” 
 
    I stared into the fire as the Oracle crept back into my mind, and I watched the orange flames dance against the dark background of the night. It was going to seriously suck telling my best friend that we had to find some crystal ball to save his life, but I knew we would have better chances of solving this issue together. 
 
    “Hey, man,” Tobias said. “You’re a million miles away. What’s up?” 
 
    “I got a message on my interface,” I sighed. “It wasn’t a normal quest, either, it was more like a paragraph that had information I needed to complete this other quest. Well, sort of. But the system actually told me directly what I needed to do and why, which has never happened before.” 
 
    “Yeah, that’s tier-two god shit.” Tobias grinned as he slapped my back. “What did it say?” 
 
    I hesitated for a moment before I let out a deep sigh, and Tobias tilted his head curiously. 
 
    “Have you heard of the Oracle?” I asked, and my buddy shook his head. 
 
    “I don’t think so,” he said. “What does it do?” 
 
    “We need to find it,” I said. “Otherwise, there can only be one god left at the end of all this.” 
 
    “Yeah, one almighty.” Tobias nodded. “We knew that already, buddy! That’s what this whole thing is about!” 
 
    “No,” I sighed. “Not just one almighty. There can only be one god altogether. Without the Oracle, any remaining alliance doesn’t matter. There can’t be a second-in-command. As my ally, you would die the moment it became just the two of us. The moment I achieved almighty status.” 
 
    Tobias was silent as he studied my face, and then he ran a hand through his red curls as he shook his head. 
 
    “Fuck,” he hissed. “But… Rosie and the girls–” 
 
    “I know,” I winced. “I fucking know.” 
 
    “So… we need to find this thing before the wars are over?” Tobias swallowed hard. 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “And according to Xomes, the other gods are already hunting for it. They know about our alliance and want to do whatever they can to stop it.” 
 
    “Double-fuck,” Tobias cursed, and we both stared into the fire in silence for several long minutes. 
 
    I gave him his time to process the information, and I threw another log onto the flames as I realized my palms were starting to sweat. I could practically feel Tobias’ heartbreak rolling off of him in waves, and the look on his face made me realize he could only be thinking about his priestess and their children. About the fact that he might have to leave them after all. 
 
    “We will find this Oracle,” I finally said when I realized Tobias wasn’t going to speak anytime soon. “The priestesses think it’s something like a crystal ball, and we have followers spread out far across the world. Someone must know where to find it. Or at least the rough location.” 
 
    “Yeah.” Tobias nodded slowly. “We, uh… we just need to find a little ball which could be anywhere on the planet. The other gods could already have it by now, and we wouldn’t even know until I popped out of existence.” 
 
    “Hey,” I said in a firmer tone. “We’re not gonna do any of this defeatist bullshit, okay? I didn’t come this far to have my best friend taken away from me.” 
 
    “Jack,” Tobias sighed. “This… this can’t take away from what we already have planned. We can’t delay, the other gods are stronger than the last ones, and we need to act fast. If it comes to the end, and we haven’t found it–” 
 
    “We will,” I cut in. 
 
    “But if we don’t,” Tobias pushed back. “Then I would go down for the sake of the good fight. I would. Getting you to become the almighty and end all of this horrendous bullshit has always been the goal, and I would take the fall for that to happen.” 
 
    I knew he meant every word, but I wasn’t going to let his death become an option. 
 
    Tobias was a vital part of my rise to being the almighty, and we’d started this entire crazy game together millennia ago in our first lives on Earth. We were in this together to win it. Our alliance wasn’t just some tool to help me climb to the top. It was why we were here. Why we’d managed to live this crazy immortal life at all. 
 
    Tobias had been by my side while I created this whole system, and he was sure as hell going to be there when it was all finished. 
 
    And then for eternity. 
 
    “Listen to me,” I said quietly. “If anyone can find this thing, it’s going to be us. You think any of these remaining fuckers have a chance against the two most powerful and awesome gods in existence? We built this shit, Tobias. We gave these assholes their immortality, and we will take it away once and for all.” 
 
    A hint of Tobias’ old grin flickered at the corners of his mouth, and then he glanced my way with a newfound determination burning in his eyes. 
 
    “We did give them this,” he said in a low tone. “All of this.” 
 
    “Hell yeah, we did.” I grinned. “We’re already above them, man. We let them into this game. Now, let’s show them the fucking door out.” 
 
    “These bastards don’t stand a chance,” Tobias chuckled. “And I can ask my people to see if anyone’s ever heard of this Oracle.” 
 
    “That’s the fucking spirit,” I said and clapped him firmly on the back. “We’re going to find it first. None of these other gods have the trust we do with our people.” 
 
    “Yeah, it makes sense, when you think about it,” Tobias snorted. “You must have had a reason to add this into the system. Most gods are driven by greed, and it would stop two evil bastards being left to rule the world together.” 
 
    “I always had a plan,” I chuckled. “I must have known that only two guys that had true friendship and good intentions could work together to find this Oracle.” 
 
    “Then I suppose we should trust you,” Tobias sighed. “Past Jack seems to have led us in the right direction so far.” 
 
    “He really is a genius,” I deadpanned. 
 
    A wolf howled in the central valley, and we watched a silvery-white owl soar over us with a mouse dangling from its beak. The flames warmed my cheeks as we leaned close to the fire and enjoyed the stillness of the night. And I didn’t feel as worried about the Oracle now that I had shared the information with my friend.  
 
    Now, I was just itching to get started with finding the fucking thing. However long that might take. 
 
    “Something else happened,” I said after a few minutes. “We found out my priestesses can combine their powers. Nicola was speaking to an animal as Penelope blessed a river, and the stream carried Nicola’s words down it to the creatures under the surface.” 
 
    “Seriously?” Tobias asked. “That’s fucking amazing! Holy shit, does that mean you can mix and match all of their skills?” 
 
    “Yup.” I grinned. “We’re going to have some seriously cool firestorms on our side.” 
 
    “Hell yeah,” Tobias chuckled. “So you’ve got fire, storms, water powers, animal stuff, and… what does Aleia do again? Super strength?” 
 
    “That’s a general fairy power,” I said. “Her special skill is actually alchemy, but we haven’t really seen much of it in action. She’s shown hints of it when she’s crafted jewelry, but nothing near the level that she should be at according to her stats.” 
 
    “Hmm.” Tobias frowned. “That’s weird. Maybe she just isn’t going to be as powerful as the others?” 
 
    “No, she’s leveling up right in step with the others, so I think she just needs to believe in herself,” I said. “She’s getting stressed about it, and that’s only going to make things worse. But it’ll come to her, I’m sure of it.” 
 
    “I don’t doubt it,” Tobias said. 
 
    Then a message suddenly flashed up on my interface, and I studied the words carefully as they flashed brightly. 
 
    Fairy army achieved! 
 
    The all-seeing map obtained! 
 
    “Hey…” I said. “I’ve just gotten a new reward. For a quest I didn’t even know I was on…” 
 
    “Ah, yeah, that occasionally happens,” Tobias snorted. “From what I’ve come up with, I think this means you embarked on a quest sooner than the system anticipated, but it was in the cards for you eventually. That way you still get the rewards, but it feels laggy to me sometimes…” 
 
    “I’ll let the game designer know,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Yeah, he was kind of sloppy in some cases.” Tobias grinned. “What’d you get?” 
 
    “The all-seeing map?” 
 
    “Oh, awesome!” Tobias said excitedly. “Uh… what exactly is that?” 
 
    “Let’s find out,” I muttered, and I mentally clicked on the golden map symbol. 
 
    Then my interface was filled with a detailed map of the world, and it was clearly marked to show my territory in deep golden hues. 
 
    But this map had a feature that the ones before didn’t have. 
 
    It showed all the remaining gods’ lands, along with symbols and each god’s name. I could see clearly where each god resided, and their markers moved slightly every few seconds. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. “I think this is showing me where the other gods are. Their markers are moving in real time.” 
 
    “No fucking way!” Tobias cried. “Holy shit, I can’t remember ever making it this far in this game before, dude. I take back what I said before, the game designer is my favorite guy. Where are they, then?” 
 
    I studied the map and was shocked to see that two of them were closer than I expected. 
 
    Over to the east, past Tobias territory, there was a massive ocean where the God of Water was shown. And the land on the other side was marked as belonging to the God of Magic and Curses. The God of Vengeance was way off to the south, and the God of War was as far west as it was possible to go. 
 
    I described the map to Tobias, and he got to his feet as he rubbed his hands together. 
 
    “That’s two gods out near my territory,” he said. “Let’s go and check it out.” 
 
    “You read my mind,” I said as I stood up. “Let’s head out to your coast and see if we can see any signs of these fuckers.” 
 
    “Race you,” Tobias said, and he vanished into his god form. 
 
    I snorted as I quickly shifted, and we arrived at the dark coast in less than a second after I focused hard on the image of the map in my head. Tobias appeared beside me in his physical form, but neither of us spoke as we stared out at the ocean in front of us.  
 
    We were at the edge of a jagged cliff that looked out over the ocean, and the night sky was alive with a purple storm. Violet clouds rumbled as bolts of blue lightning struck the sea, and enormous waves smashed into the cliffside as the water tumbled violently. Wind stung my face as tiny tornadoes spun out across the ocean. 
 
    This was not any ordinary storm caused by bad weather. This was something far worse. I thought the sprite storm had been deadly, but this was a hundred times the size. 
 
    “Shiiiiiit,” I breathed as water sprayed my face. “This must be the God of Water’s doing. Has it always looked like this?” 
 
     “Nope,” Tobias groaned. “I’ve never seen it like this before, man. I never actually thought about the sea very much, to be honest. Winning land has been so important that gaining water never really crossed my mind. I reached the ocean and figured I’d gone far enough over here. Damn it.” 
 
    Then there was a distant scream that seemed to come from under the waves, and in the flashes of lightning, I could see a dark shape swirling beneath the murky surface. It looked about the size of a basking shark as it slowly vanished down into the depths. 
 
    I had no doubts in my mind that there was a whole world of terrifying creatures down there. The Earth I had previously known already had a world of unknown marine life deep in the sea, and there was bound to be even more fucked up things living there now. 
 
    Especially if they had been recruited by another evil god. 
 
    “Son of a bitch,” I sighed. 
 
    “I have people nearby,” Tobias told me. “There’s a colony of sealies down this way. Let’s go and find out if they know when this shit started.” 
 
    It was hard to peel my eyes away from the purple storm, but I followed Tobias along the thundering cliffside as the smell of salt stung my nostrils. The crash of the waves was so loud that it was pointless to try and speak much, and I had to squint through the bizarre lighting to see a small collection of bungalows sitting downhill.  
 
    We walked down toward the stone houses, and I soon realized they didn’t seem to have any openings for windows. There was nothing remarkable about them other than a faint blue glow that spilled out from under the front doors. We stopped outside the first house, and Tobias knocked firmly on the door. 
 
    There was a hurried waddling sound on the other side, and the door swung open to reveal a creature that looked halfway between a seal and a crocodile. 
 
    The sealie had a very long body with a stubby tail protruding from its navy-blue tunic. Its face was round like a seal’s, but it had a protruding snout with a row of sharp teeth when it smiled, and it stood on its hind legs and clutched a candle as it blinked out at us. 
 
    “Tobias!” the creature cried. “Come inside! Please, make yourself at home, my lord!” 
 
    We hurried into the house to find it was much more homey on the inside. There was a bed covered in thick blankets beside a box stacked high with books. Blue torches lined the stone walls and lit up the cabin with a gentle glow. There was an armchair that was made of patchwork cloth, and a bowl full of fish sat on a round table beside it. The place smelled very strongly of sea life, and I tried not to wrinkle my nose too much. 
 
    “Redus,” Tobias said as he closed the door behind us. “Sorry to wake you.” 
 
    “You didn’t,” the creature said happily. “I was up having a snack, not to worry!” 
 
    Redus waddled over to the bowl of fish  and picked up a leftover head to chew on. He offered us the bowl, and I quickly declined with a forced smile. 
 
    “This is Jack,” Tobias said. “We were wondering if you could tell us about this storm. I’ve never seen the ocean that violent before, and all these purple clouds seem to have just come out of nowhere.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the sealie said as he popped a fish eyeball into his mouth. “It is rather horrible, isn’t it? You must remember a hat when you go outside!” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “Can you tell us when exactly it started?” 
 
    The creature avoided eye contact as he licked the fish juice from his hand, and Tobias cleared his throat. 
 
    “I’m sorry,” Redus said. “Tobias, we maybe should have told you. But we didn’t want to worry you! You have so much to do with all your godly duties, and we sealies don’t like to be a bother. We like to be brave and not ask for much.” 
 
    “I know,” Tobias murmured, and I could tell he was working to not be angry with the simple creature. “I admire that about you.” 
 
    “So it’s been here for a while?” I asked, and the sealie nodded. 
 
    “Several days,” Redus said. “I thought it might just pass over, but it has made diving and fishing rather tricky. This catch is from last week.” 
 
    I tried not to look too closely at the week-old fish in his bowl, and I gave the creature a grateful nod. 
 
    “Thanks for letting us know,” I said. “We’ll leave you to rest.” 
 
    “Do you want to stay for supper?” Redus asked happily. “I have another box of fish I was going to crack open. I need to use them up before they go bad!” 
 
    “They’re all yours,” Tobias said with a patient smile. “Enjoy it.” 
 
    “Goodnight,” the sealie called. “Be careful out there, my lord!” 
 
    Tobias gave the creature a pat on the shoulder before we stepped back outside into the stormy night. I was grateful for the sudden sting of cold wind instead of the rotten decay of sea life. 
 
    “Fucking hell,” I said as I released a breath. “Those guys really like fish.” 
 
    “Yup,” Tobias sighed. “They’re simple creatures, but they’re really goodhearted. Maybe just… slightly dimwitted.” 
 
    “So this storm has been going full force for a few days,” I muttered. “I reckon that means the God of Water is getting ready to make a move.” 
 
    “You think he’ll attack soon?” Tobias asked. 
 
    “It’s possible,” I replied. “We need to be ready for it if he does.” 
 
    We strode back over to look out over the cliffside, but then I was surprised to see another message pop up on my interface. 
 
    There had been so many of them in one day that I was starting to wonder if there really was some kind of fault in the system. But I reminded myself of what Tobias had said: This was tier-two god shit, and I’d better start getting used to it. 
 
    God Quest: Restore the Temple of Jack 
 
    Reward Upon Quest Completion: Curse mirroring 
 
    “Another message?” Tobias asked as he studied my face. 
 
    “A new quest,” I replied. “I need to restore the Temple of Jack, and the reward is something called curse mirroring.” 
 
    “Temple of Jack,” Tobias muttered. “Where the hell is your temple? Have you found anything like that in your territory yet?” 
 
    “Nope,” I replied. “Just like my other altars, I have zero clue where they could be.” 
 
    “I wonder why it’s prompting you about it now.” Tobias frowned and looked out at the storm. 
 
    I stared over at the distant land beyond the sea, but as I considered the timing of the message, I began to wonder if the system had given me this quest based on my current location. 
 
    So many of my previous quests hadn’t appeared so randomly as some of them did lately. They’d arrived when I was at least near the task in question. The gargoyle lair had been just north of my territory when Celeste needed rescuing. And I’d come close enough to the dragon folk to help them before I was prompted to gain them into my army. 
 
    Now, I was standing in a spot I’d never before ventured to. This quest wasn’t given by accident. The interface knew I was here. 
 
    “Maybe it’s over in that land,” I said as I nodded across the sea. “That could explain why I suddenly got another quest so soon.” 
 
    “Possibly.” Tobias nodded. “There’s only one way to find out…” 
 
    “I need to go exploring.” I grinned. “Now that I can see where the other gods are, it’s going to make the trip a hell of a lot safer if I take a priestess with me.” 
 
    “And your bubble shield,” Tobias added. 
 
    “Holy shield,” I chuckled as I corrected him. 
 
    “Yeah, that,” my friend snorted. “You’re fully equipped for the ultimate spying mission. But I wonder what restoring a temple even means. Maybe you have to rebuild it?” 
 
    “I have no idea,” I said. “But once I get over there, I’ll get a feel for what kind of creatures this God of Magic and Curses has, and we can start to plan an attack.” 
 
    “I’d bet he’s got powerful shit over there,” Tobias muttered. “Probably witches or warlocks or something.” 
 
    “That sounds about right,” I said. “At this point, nothing can surprise me.” 
 
    We stared out at the purple storm, and I could see the remains of an old ship clunking against a distant cliffside to my right. Planks of wood and a soaked sail floated along the surface as waves crashed against the cliffs again and again.  
 
    “Who are you going to take?” Tobias asked, and I thought for a moment before I decided.  
 
    “Celeste,” I said. “She’s a swift flier, and she’s tough as all hell, too. We haven’t had a trip with just the two of us in a while, either, so she’ll enjoy it.” 
 
    “Good call,” Tobias sighed as he stared out to the sea. “So we just have to find an Oracle that nobody knows much about, restore a temple we’ve never seen, and bring down the remaining four gods who are all tier-one… Then we get to live the good life.” 
 
    “We’re already living it.” I grinned. “Fighting evil gods with my best buddy is my ideal way to spend my days. Even if it’s hectic as fuck.” 
 
    Tobias laughed as blue lightning cracked a far out sea rock in half, and something with a green fin swam close to the surface. I shuddered as a snake-like shape became visible for a brief second before it vanished into the deep. 
 
    There was no doubt that the gods we were up against now were deadlier than anything we had faced before. But I was filled with fiery adrenaline and ready to fight. 
 
    I was going to sneak into the God of Magic and Curses’ territory and scope out exactly what he was hiding over there.

  

 
   
    Chapter 6 
 
    We strolled away from the storm so we could hear each other better, and I studied my new map to make sure neither of the nearby gods had caught on to our presence. 
 
    It was going to be a hell of an advantage when it came time for battle to be able to see exactly where the enemy was. There would be no more calling out to try and entice the fuckers out of hiding. I could plan around their every move, and they would have no idea. 
 
    Hopefully. 
 
    Tobias led us toward a small village that sat near the cliffside as the waves continued to violently crash behind us. Small houses with brightly-colored doors lined a curved street, and the curtains were all drawn as wind rattled the windows. Some of the houses were covered in twisting ivy, and there were several potted plants that had been knocked over by the nearby storm. 
 
    I wondered if the people who lived there were nervous about the weather, and if they would have eventually called on Tobias to let him know. He was a well-loved god, and I had a feeling he would have been told eventually. 
 
    “Have you had run-ins with either of these gods before?” I asked. “It makes sense to handle the two close by fuckers first, but I’ll keep an eye on the map to check if the others start to make any moves.” 
 
    “I’ve heard the God of Magic and Curses speak,” Tobias said. “It wasn’t an interaction with me, but I heard him call his followers once while I was out this way. He sounded… familiar.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “You think you know the guy?” 
 
    “Not well enough to recognize him right away.” Tobias frowned. “But I honestly went mad trying to place his voice. It’s like he was famous before or something.” 
 
    “Imagine,” I snorted. “Our final battle ends up being with some rapper or Hollywood actor.” 
 
    “That would be fucking hilarious,” Tobias laughed. “It turns out to be someone who always played tough guys in the movies. They would be rich enough to be in the system, so it would make sense.” 
 
    I amused myself for a moment by imagining every famous actor I could think of strolling up as a god during battle, but it was unlikely to come true. If Tobias recognized them, then it could just be someone we met through work back in the old days. 
 
    That was one memory that had started to come back to me in the time since I became a tier-two god. 
 
    So many guys we’d known had jumped down our throats to get a piece of the action when they realized what we had built. I remembered brief images of men in nice suits lined up in a swanky lobby to meet with me all day long. I remembered the greedy glints in their eyes, and the way they’d basically make a pitch to me about why they deserved to side-step the vetting process required to get in on the action.  
 
    It wasn’t crazy to think one of those dudes might have made it this far. 
 
    “Do you think these two are allied?” I asked. “That could explain why they’re next to each other without any obvious conflicts going on over there.” 
 
    “I’d reckon so,” Tobias said. “Otherwise they would already be fighting. But it’s weird to know that other allied gods might be ready to turn on each other at any moment.” 
 
    “You’d better watch out.” I grinned. “I might just be playing the long game with this whole lifelong friendship thing.” 
 
    “I knew it,” Tobias sighed. “You planned this back when we were just two guys with a whiteboard full of insane ideas.” 
 
    “That really feels like another lifetime ago,” I said as I sobered up a bit. 
 
    “It was,” Tobias laughed. “Too many lifetimes to count. Makes you wonder–” 
 
    His head suddenly jerked as if someone behind him had spoken, but then he sighed as he rubbed his forehead. 
 
    “The girls had a joint nightmare,” he sighed. “I’ve gotta go and help Rosie.” 
 
    “A joint nightmare?” I asked. “What the hell is that?” 
 
    “Nymphs can combine dreams,” Tobias explained. “Kind of like watching a movie together. But you don’t get to pick the movie and can end up just sharing the same vision of being chased by a monster.” 
 
    “Sounds like a terrible idea for kids,” I chuckled. “Go be a dad. I’ll let you know how this next mission goes tomorrow.” 
 
    “Thanks.” Tobias smiled. “Give me a call when you know something. I have two screaming little angels to calm down.” 
 
    My friend vanished into the stormy night, and I was left standing nearby the small cluster of stone houses. I turned to face the storm one last time as spiderwebs of blue lightning seemed to form cracks in the sky. A huge roar echoed out and got lost in the thunder, but I had a feeling it came from deep under the waves. 
 
    I hated to admit that taking over the waters of the world was a smart move. The world’s tectonic plates might have shifted, but there was still a hell of a lot of sea covering the planet. I didn’t want to think about how many sea monsters were at the God of Water’s disposal.  
 
    But the morning would be creeping in soon, and I quickly slipped into god form as I arrived back at the Dragon Valley. 
 
    Everything was still as the people slept in their huts, and even the wolves seemed to have turned in for the night. I scanned the surrounding woodlands to make sure there wasn’t anything suspicious, but there was only movement from some owls and a wandering griffin. The river babbled gently past the orcs’ cave, and a few mice raced bravely away from the birds of the night. 
 
    I checked in with my women to find them piled into bed in a mass of limbs and hair. The priestesses were sleeping peacefully in Nieva’s hut, and I decided to keep watch over the valley until the sky started to brighten. Orange wisps of clouds started to cover the sky as the stars vanished, and the sun poked out of the horizon at last.  
 
    I wanted to get an early start on our mission, so I softly called out so only Celeste could hear. 
 
    She muttered something in her sleep as she kept a hand on her still flat belly. The harpy had been so excited to have recently become pregnant, and I wondered if she was dreaming of our future child. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said gently, and the harpy stirred. 
 
    “Jack,” she mumbled as she opened her amber eyes. “Is that you?” 
 
    “It’s me,” I chuckled. “I have a quest for you and I today. The sun is barely up, but I wanted us to get an early start on it.” 
 
    Celeste stretched her long limbs as she sat up, and she carefully climbed over the sleeping pile of priestesses to get out. Nicola snored as Aleia cuddled into her, and Penelope was pressed right up against Nieva’s back in a tight hug.  
 
    The harpy ran a brush through her tumbling red hair as the other women slept on, and she pulled on a red dress that clung invitingly to her every curve. Then she crept over to the door, picked up her sword, and snuck out into the morning air without waking the others. Celeste closed the door gently, and I checked that none of the women had woken up before I focused back on the harpy. 
 
    “Okay,” she mumbled as she rubbed her eyes. “I’m awake. The fresh air is gorgeous this early in the day.” 
 
    “Ready to have some fun?” I asked. “This is a really important mission we’ve got today.” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” Celeste said as she stretched out her scarlet wings. “We haven’t been on an adventure with just the two of us in ages!” 
 
    “I thought you would like it,” I chuckled. “We found where two of the nearby gods are, and I want to go and spy on the God of Magic and Curses.” 
 
    “Oooh,” the harpy said. “Spying on a god? I’m always up for that. Do I get to wear the shield?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “We need to make sure you’re fully protected. I got a glimpse of the God of Water’s territory yesterday, and he’s turned the whole ocean into a violent storm.” 
 
    “That doesn’t sound good,” the harpy muttered. “Where is the God of Magic and Curses?” 
 
    “Across the water,” I said. “So we need to make sure you fly as high up from the waves as you can when you cross the sea. There are bound to be some deadly creatures lurking down there. But look out for the lightning.” 
 
    “Good point.” Celeste shuddered. “But I’ll make sure to stay as high as I can safely be.” 
 
    She shot into the air as her red hair danced behind her, and I activated the holy shield around her at once. Translucent tones formed around the harpy in a wonky sphere as the protective layer hid her from the rest of the world. 
 
    Not even the gods could see her now. 
 
    “We’re heading east,” I said. “Right over Tobias’ southern land to the other side.” 
 
    “Let’s go!” Celeste said, and she began to fly speedily across the pale blue sky. 
 
    It was windier than the day before, and there was more cloud cover over the orange sun. Celeste soared swiftly over the forest until it gave way into farmlands and more stretches of bright woodland, and Tobias’ people happily went about their lives below us. 
 
    “I’m glad I get to see the more magical lands,” Celeste said. “I learned quite a lot about witches when I was small. Their curses and spells were just like weapons, and I devoured every book I could about them.” 
 
    “You do love your weapons,” I said. “I’m excited to see this land, too. Hopefully we can get an idea of how loyal this god’s people are to him.” 
 
    “Have you had any luck with the Oracle?” Celeste asked. “Do you think any of your people will know where it is?” 
 
    “No news yet,” I said. “But I think I’ll start asking around when we finish up our scouting mission. I’m going to start calling everyone home from their word spreading, so I can kill two birds with one stone.” 
 
    “Kill two birds?” Celeste asked with wide eyes. “Why would you do that?” 
 
    “It’s an expression,” I chuckled. “I mean I’ll be able to do two things at once.” 
 
    “Godly sayings are so odd,” Celeste sighed. “I love hearing them, though.” 
 
    The sky started to get gradually darker as we flew further and further east, and the distant storm came into view after what felt like hours. Purple clouds swirled as the blue lightning continued to crash, and the waves seemed to be even more violent than before. Water smashed against rocks as the ocean threatened to crawl over the side of the land. 
 
    Then I saw four sealies waddling away from their cottages, and I wondered if they had decided to move for good. Redus seemed like he was starting to understand how bad it was, but I knew they weren’t the brightest minds. Tobias might have to move all of them if it came to it. 
 
    “Here we go,” I said grimly. “Remember to keep well above those waves, and we need to look out for lightning. This is going to be a dangerous stretch of the journey, but I know you can do it.” 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” Celeste said as she hurtled toward the cliff edge. “Let’s go and find some magic!” 
 
    The harpy sailed out over the ocean and kept well clear of the waves that smashed against the cliff walls. As she soared far above the surface, I studied the water to see massive shapes writhing below. 
 
    Huge creatures swam around, and the sea was so dark that only their vague outlines could be seen. There were too many of them to count, though, and they slid over and under each other like a giant pile of snakes. 
 
    It made my phantom skin crawl to see just how big the underwater army was. We were going to need our best water fighters to have any chance of defeating an army this size. 
 
    “Shit,” I breathed. “That is a lot of fucking sea monsters.” 
 
    “They’re so big,” Celeste said. “Let’s hope they can’t come out of the water and onto the land.” 
 
    I hated the thought of the massive beasts being so close to Tobias’ people, and I wondered if he should get the nearby residents to evacuate. If one of these monsters decided to raise its head out of the water, there was no doubt in my mind that it would be able to reach over the cliffs onto solid ground. 
 
    I made sure to also watch the sky as Celeste flew, but the lightning didn’t come anywhere near her as she got closer to the distant land.  
 
    The storm began to die off as we approached the end of the ocean, and I took this to mean the two gods must be allied. The God of Water had very distinctly avoided wreaking havoc on the God of Magic and Curses’ shores. 
 
    I was intrigued to see a green tint to the clouds over the new stretch of territory. There was a thin beach that ran along the coastline before it sloped up onto the mainland. It was some of the bumpiest terrain I had ever seen, and there were endless rolling hills that looked like they had little towns built on the peaks. Occasional bursts of smoke exploded every few minutes from every direction, and I could hear far off chanting being carried in the wind. 
 
    But it wasn’t ominous or eerie like I had expected. There was a vivid liveliness to the land, and I wanted to explore as much as I could of it. Surely the people here would be less difficult to convert than the people of the Dark Lands? If I could do that, then I could do anything. 
 
    There was a town close by that was built on the top of a hill, and Celeste slowed down as she neared it. 
 
    “Why do they build at the top?” I wondered. “Surely that’s just asking for trouble with the weather.” 
 
    “It’s for the magic,” Celeste said eagerly. “Loads of spells use the sun or moon, and this land is full of witches and wizards who need easy access to it.” 
 
    “Ah,” I said. “I knew taking you along was the right choice. Brains and beauty all rolled into one. Good thing you were a little weapon maniac even when you were a kid.” 
 
    Celeste grinned as she flicked her red hair, and she flew over to the edge of the town. 
 
    The buildings all had golden rooftops with wonky chimneys, and every house was slightly lopsided from being built on a hill. Winding pathways led around the grass, and I could see various-colored cats roaming around. Some of them were the dull browns and blacks I was used to, but there were the occasional pink and green ones added into the mix. Oddly-shaped plants sprouted from the grass and twisted up into spirals and zigzags, too. 
 
    But the people who strolled around the hillside were very plainly dressed for being magical. I had expected to see some pointed hats and star-covered robes, but there wasn’t a wizard staff in sight. Most women wore simple dark skirts, and the men were in dull gray pants and shirts. The only hint of the unusual was noticeable when we got close enough to see their green eyes. 
 
    Everyone had the same color irises regardless of their varying skin tones. They were such a vivid shade of emerald that they seemed to sparkle under the dull sun. 
 
    Then I heard a slow thud of heavy footsteps and glanced further downhill to see a strange creature carrying a box of apples. 
 
    It was about seven feet tall with a vague humanoid shape, but it seemed to be made up of navy-blue slime. Its skin looked like it was constantly flowing and moving, and the creature’s face was almost completely flat. Two small eyes peeked out of the gooey substance as the thing stomped up the hill with the box. Bits of goop were left behind on the hillside as it walked, but it just grew new gunk to replace it. 
 
    I felt like I was looking at a kid’s Play-Doh creation come to life. 
 
    “A curseling,” Celeste muttered. “Sometimes, when there’s so much spare magic swarming around in the sky, it clumps together and creates these creatures. They just stroll around until someone gives them a task to do.” 
 
    “Can they do anything?” I asked. 
 
    “Only simple tasks,” Celeste said. “They can’t perform magic or fight. But they can carry heavy stuff and never get tired.” 
 
    “Useful,” I said. “So they’re not exactly the smartest beings in the world?” 
 
    “Not really,” Celeste said. “But they can understand instructions well enough, and I don’t think they would ever do anyone harm without being told to.” 
 
    We watched the curseling stomp its way up to one of the houses and leave the apples on the front step. It slammed a gooey fist on the door, and it left behind a navy-blue stain that began to ooze down the wood. Then the beast turned around and slowly plodded all the way downhill once more. 
 
    Celeste drifted around the hill so we could get a good look at the whole village, and we watched a group of witches crowd around a stone circle. It was only made of small boulders, but the gray of the rocks had a faint glow as the women chanted something quietly. Green smoke slowly drifted up into the air, and I wondered if the clouds had turned that color from all the spells. 
 
    “They seem harmless enough,” I said. “Do witches or wizards have a history of joining evil gods?” 
 
    “Not to my knowledge,” Celeste said. “I think it’s the same story as most people. They just ended up with whichever god came to them. Magic folk are very loyal to their traditions. They despise being asked to use their powers for evil or to punish the innocent.” 
 
    Then, as Celeste flew around the far side of the hill, I felt a sudden surge of energy erupt inside me. 
 
    It was similar to the feeling I had when a follower called on me when I wasn’t in god form. Like something was trying to pull me desperately in one direction. The sound of wind chimes rang out as if they were right beside me, and the noise sent a phantom shiver down my spine. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “Let’s keep going. I think I want to explore further inland.” 
 
    “Let’s go,” Celeste said as she swung away from the hillside, and the feeling got stronger as we left the ocean further behind. 
 
    There was a cloud of gray smoke that was wafting up from a small valley, and I could see flickers of red flames as we got closer. I realized that there was some kind of cave that dipped deep down into the ground, and the controlled bonfires were placed around the long slit of an entrance. 
 
    I recognized the creatures marching in and out as elves, but they were different to the kinds I had seen before. Their blue-skinned bodies were much longer and ganglier than those from Evelhelm, and they all had glowing embers of orange that danced around their fingers. I was worried they might be related to darklings for a moment, but they didn’t have the eerie features of the evil race. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked as Celeste crept closer, and we peered down into the darkness of the cave.  
 
    It was lined with torches all the way down until the light became a distant glow, and the elves carried wheelbarrows full of glistening silver stones. 
 
    “I don’t recognize them.” Celeste frowned. “But they must be some kind of mining elves. There are so many variations of elven species depending on which part of the world they live in.” 
 
    We watched the blue beings carry tools down into the darkness and glow with sweat as they trudged back up. They took the wheelbarrows off into a stone building at the end of the valley where I assumed everything was cleaned and sorted. The production line kept going and going, and it was clearly for something in seriously high demand. 
 
    “It must be a material they use for potions or spells,” Celeste said. “I know that cauldrons have to be made out of a certain type of stone, maybe it’s for that.” 
 
    “Could be,” I agreed. “They don’t look overly thrilled with their jobs.” 
 
    “It has to be boring,” Celeste said. “Marching into the same mine over and over just for a wheelbarrow full of rocks.” 
 
    It was hard to read the elves’ expressions as they walked in and out in a steady line. They didn’t speak or even exchange eye contact as they worked, and their faces were like blank pages with no hints of anger or happiness. It was like they were wind-up toys that had been sent on their way instead of living beings. 
 
    I wondered if this was something their species enjoyed, or if it was a task the God of Magic and Curses had forced them into doing. It wouldn’t shock me to find out they were being forced to work against their will.  
 
    For now, we carried on past the mine in the direction of the distant chimes that called me, and we flew over more and more hillside towns as we went. Most of them were roughly the same setup with wonky houses and golden roofs. Witches and wizards milled around, and a few more curselings plodded up and down with buckets and brooms. The green clouds cast shadows over the grass below, and the calling beacon rang out louder and louder in my phantom ears. 
 
    It was like an enormous magnet was pulling at me, and the wind chimes got louder and clearer. 
 
    Celeste flew over more hills with various towns, and the chimes in my mind suddenly crashed like a symbol as a large clearing came into view. Then I felt a weird rush of adrenaline as if I had just discovered something that I had lost a long time ago. 
 
    A rectangular valley was nestled amongst the hills, and I could see one singular building right in the center. 
 
    I knew what it was right away. Every fiber of my phantom body buzzed with recognition. 
 
    It was my temple. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I breathed. 
 
    The entire thing was made of the same gold as the house rooftops, and the double doors were covered in emerald gemstones and carvings. A small turret stuck out of the middle of the structure, and it had a green flag hoisted at the top. The material was slightly torn, but it had a golden sun painted onto the fabric. Stained-glass windows stood tall around the walls showing pictures of rolling hills and a blue sea. 
 
    It was such a stunning piece of architecture, and I couldn’t ever remember seeing a building so beautiful in all my time as a god. 
 
    It was fucking glorious. 
 
    And it was mine. 
 
    The land around the temple had been kept incredibly tidy, and beautiful flower beds decorated the valley. Blooming petals of yellow and red climbed into the sky, and a tiny fountain sat nestled under a single tree. The whole of the grounds were clean, neat, and obviously well taken care of. 
 
    Which meant this place was important to someone. 
 
    I was shocked to see how tidy the place was. When I’d received my quest, I had assumed that I was going to have to rebuild some shitty place from the ground up. I’d expected a burned-down shell of a church. I expected ruins like the ones I’d woken up in. But this was like looking at a place of worship built for a deeply loved god. 
 
    A god who had never been forgotten. 
 
    But did these residents even know that this temple was for me? Or had the God of Magic and Curses proclaimed that the golden walls were built in his honor? 
 
    “Wow,” Celeste breathed. “What do you think this is for?” 
 
    “This is my temple,” I said in a dazed tone, and the harpy came to an abrupt halt in the air. 
 
    She hovered over the building as she stared down at it, and she began to laugh as she took it in. 
 
    “This is yours?” Celeste asked. “Seriously?” 
 
    “Yup,” I said. “I felt it call to me when we first entered this land. It’s been waiting here for me.” 
 
    “And to think,” she sighed. “You could have woken up in this golden paradise instead of a convent you had to rebuild from scratch.” 
 
    “True,” I snorted. “But I might have gotten spoiled if I’d started off with this one. This is… holy shit. This is worthy of a king.” 
 
    “Of a seriously superior god,” the harpy corrected me. 
 
    “That, too,” I chuckled. 
 
    “Wait,” Celeste said. “Does that mean that people worship you here? Isn’t this the magic god’s land?” 
 
    “It is his territory,” I said. “But who knows what the people here believe in.” 
 
    Then there was a shadow of movement up ahead, and I watched a group of people emerge from the hills and stroll along the temple grounds. 
 
    Three witches and two wizards spoke amongst themselves as they got closer to the golden building, and I could see they each had a silver pouch clasped in their hands. I watched curiously as they came to a halt outside the doorway and knelt on the ground outside. 
 
    One of the witches slowly sang something to the sky, and everyone mumbled a quiet chant as she finished. They bowed to the temple as they fell silent, and I was itching to know what spell they were performing. Each of the magic folk carefully emptied small, turquoise stones onto the ground and began to arrange them into circles. 
 
    “I think those are runes,” Celeste muttered. “They can be used for spells or to try and see into the future. It looks like they still worship you, Jack…” 
 
    I checked my devotional map, but the markers for the group were yellow. 
 
    “They don’t yet,” I said. “Maybe I’ll pay them a little visit, and we can find out exactly how they feel about their current god.” 
 
    “Is that safe?” Celeste asked. “What if he sees you?” 
 
    I pulled up my all-seeing map and studied it carefully. The God of Magic and Curses was far out west of his land, and he seemed to be deep inside a large wooded area. I would need to keep checking the map to make sure, but I felt safe enough to come down and speak with the people.  
 
    And the pull I felt to the temple was so strong that I knew I couldn’t just leave without visiting it in my physical body. I wanted to step inside the golden walls and really experience it. 
 
    It was hard to tell what the people below were trying to achieve, but I wanted to speak with them face to face, too. Maybe they had no idea who I was, but I knew I would be able to convert them. Being close to my own temple had filled me with a sense of power and pride. It was like confirmation of my status as the soon-to-be almighty, and I had a sudden vision of these golden temples placed all over the world. 
 
    “I’ll be careful,” I said. “You can stay hidden if you want to, but I’ll make sure he isn’t around.” 
 
    “I will come with you,” Celeste said. “I’m your priestess, and I want to speak with the magic folk. I spent so long reading about them as a child, I want to really see what they’re like!” 
 
    “Then let’s do it,” I said, and I focused on my physical body. 
 
    Grass appeared under my feet as I felt the atoms of my limbs fall into place. The Wrath of Jack sat on my hip as the rush of cool air danced through my hair. I lifted the holy shield so Celeste suddenly appeared to the world, and the group in front of the temple gasped. They stumbled backward from their runes as their green eyes widened, and one of the witches pointed right at my face. 
 
    “Shit,” she hissed. “We conjured another bloody curseling! They’re much better looking than usual, though. Why can’t my other one have muscles like that?” 
 
    “That’s not a curseling,” another witch said slowly. “It’s… but it can’t be.” 
 
    Now that I was in front of them, I could see them clearer. Most of the group were middle-aged with wrinkles under their green eyes, and they had silver pendants draped around their necks. But one of the women was much younger than the others, and her blonde hair was scraped back into a messy bun that was held in place by a quill. She had golden rings on each finger, and her eyes couldn’t stop darting between me and Celeste. 
 
    “It’s Jack,” she whispered. “The god of the temple, and he brought an angel!” 
 
    “Not quite.” Celeste grinned. “I’m a harpy, but you got the god part right.” 
 
    The group stared at me, and I offered them a warm smile as I gestured for them to get up. They slowly rose to their feet, but they shuffled back a few steps. 
 
    “It’s good to meet you,” I said. “I am Jack, and I believe this is my temple.” 
 
    “I’ll be damned,” one of the wizards mumbled. “How is this possible? We never thought we would meet you.” 
 
    “Are we sure he isn’t a curseling?” another witch whispered. “He’s huge! Think of how many supplies he could carry up the hill!” 
 
    “It’s really Jack,” Celeste said. “I promise. We came here from our lands to see how the magic folk live.” 
 
    The young witch took a step forward, and she stared at my sword as she pulled at her braid nervously. Celeste reached out a hand, and then the young witch carefully laced her fingers with the harpy. 
 
    “I’m Celeste,” the winged priestess said. “Nice to meet you.” 
 
    “Hazel,” the witch said. “I’ve only just started my training.” 
 
    “Exciting way to begin,” I said. 
 
    “It is certainly an unusual morning,” a wizard said gruffly. “Bless my beard! Jack! It really is him. I knew he was coming. My runes told me.” 
 
    “It’s good to finally see this place,” I said, and I turned around to look at my temple. 
 
    But as soon as I moved, there was a loud echo of creaking doors, and a rush of wind stung my eyes as if a tiny hurricane had just erupted out of nowhere. The air became cold for a moment as I felt a chill run down my neck and spine. 
 
    Then Celeste gasped as the huge doorway flew open to welcome us inside the temple. 
 
    We stared into the dark space ahead. 
 
    Torches with golden flames were lit like beacons, and golden walls glinted against the fire. It felt like I had just come home after years of being abroad. It felt like this place and the very soil beneath were created just for me. 
 
    The entrance was unlocked. I had awoken the Temple of Jack. 
 
    Level up!

  

 
   
    Chapter 7 
 
    I couldn’t even bring myself to bother looking through my interface yet. 
 
    The whole world felt like it stood still as I stared in at the temple. It whispered to me invitingly, and the comforting smell of sandalwood incense drifted out to meet us. 
 
    “The torches are lit,” Hazel said as she slowly stepped to my side with Celeste. “That’s not possible. Nobody has been inside for decades.” 
 
    “Really?” Celeste asked. “Why?” 
 
    “The cursed god,” Hazel spat. “He hated that another god had such a grand temple, and he put a curse around the doorway so that nobody could ever open it.” 
 
    “But there is only one who could break that spell,” a wizard whispered. “The one who the temple was built for.” 
 
    The group all shuffled closer to the door to peer inside the immaculate building, and I could tell they were slightly nervous about stepping beyond the doorway. 
 
    “Come on,” I said gently. “Let’s have a look around.” 
 
    I strode into the shimmering building, and I was amazed when the flames of the golden torches suddenly burned brighter. It was like the temple was alive and responding to its master. 
 
    The golden walls glistened against the flames, and the ceiling was covered in swirling paint of intricate, silver patterns. Several emerald-green cushions were laid on the floor in a semicircle, and there was an altar down at the far end of the temple. The stage was built with dark wood, and there was a towering totem made of more gold. It was covered in engraved writing so small it was hard to make out anything. 
 
    Beautiful tapestries hung behind the podium, and they all showed a bright ball of light shining out over the hillside towns. I thought it was meant to be the sun at first, but the sun was pictured further up in the corner of the pictures. So much care had gone into making the temple perfect, and I was honored that it had been built just for me. 
 
    The witches and wizards slowly walked around the temple and took in everything with wide and teary eyes. 
 
    “Wow,” Celeste breathed as she crouched down to look at the altar scribblings. “This says that the mighty Jack will return one day to save us all. It’s so tiny I can barely read it. It must have taken ages to engrave.” 
 
    I was stunned at how beautiful the place was despite not being entered in decades. There was no dust or mold, and everything looked like it had been freshly polished and swept. 
 
    All of this had been built for me. It was mind-blowing, but it felt right to be standing inside my own place of worship. 
 
    “What were you all doing outside?” I asked the magical folks after a few moments of silence. “If this has been closed for so long, then why were you here?” 
 
    “We have always come to the temple,” one of the witches said. “Magic folk from every hillside travel here when they can. We always knew you were our true leader.” 
 
    “You did?” I asked. “Even though I wasn’t here?” 
 
    “We could feel it,” a wizard said with a nod. “Our ancestors have always passed down stories of the god who will come to save us all, and we have held onto that.” 
 
    “You must have had a good reason to be away,” Hazel said and bowed her head. “Even great gods can’t be everywhere at once. But we always trusted you would come back for us.” 
 
    I remembered back when Tobias had been the absent god of Evelhelm, and back then, I’d been furious with him for abandoning his people. Leaving people to pray to someone who would never reply seemed so cruel. It was hard to think that anyone could hold out faith for someone who never showed up, and I hated the idea of people calling to me with no reply. 
 
    But it was time to change that. I was here, and I was listening. 
 
    “I’m sorry I didn’t come sooner,” I said in earnest. “How has the God of Magic and Curses treated you?” 
 
    “Poorly,” Hazel admitted. “My parents said we only started following him because there was no other choice.” 
 
    “It’s true,” an older witch said. “But we all hoped our true god would return one day. The past few weeks, we have heard stories from the traveling markets. Tales of a god strong enough to defeat all others, but who treats his followers fairly.” 
 
    “It sounded too good to be true,” a wizard said gruffly. “But it was all the hope we needed. I can tell how strong you are just from looking at you!” 
 
    The group gathered around me adoringly, and I felt a pang of guilt for not having gotten here earlier. It made me wonder how many of my other temples or altars had desperate people waiting around them for me. 
 
    But I needed to take things one step at a time. Once I became the almighty, I would be able to hear everyone’s calls. Nobody would be left behind. 
 
    “We want to know everything,” Hazel said as she lowered herself onto one of the green cushions. “Tell us all about the battles you have won! The people you have saved!” 
 
    “Yes,” a wizard chuckled. “I need stories of bloodshed. Especially concerning those darklings. Evil creatures, those are!” 
 
    Everyone eagerly hurried down to join Hazel, and I grinned at Celeste as we parked ourselves on a couple of cushions. The material was shockingly thick and comfortable, and I felt like I was sitting on a whole padded armchair while my temple shimmered around me. 
 
    “Jack has saved so many.” Celeste smiled. “It’s hard to know where to start.” 
 
    “Are all of the priestesses harpies?” Hazel asked. 
 
    “We’re all different species,” Celeste said. “Nieva’s a dragon queen. And there’s also a fairy, a naiad, and a brave human warrior among us.” 
 
    The group gasped excitedly, and they shuffled their cushions forward so they were closer to me and Celeste.  
 
    “Is it true you killed the God of Darkness for good?” Hazel whispered. “The one who lived in the evil lands far out west?” 
 
    “He did,” one of the wizards said. “That’s the bastard that had all the darklings!” 
 
    “I sure did.” I grinned. “He was a nasty piece of work, and my people are still working on traveling through his lands. We’re recruiting everyone we can to rise up against the other remaining gods.” 
 
    “You are?” Hazel gasped. “Does that mean you’re going to fight against ours?” 
 
    “It does.” I nodded seriously. “Believe me, I have had plenty of experience with killing gods, and I am not taking this lightly. My people are preparing for this next fight as we speak.” 
 
    “Incredible,” a witch croaked. 
 
    Then I started to tell my whole story in as condensed a version as I could. The group listened in awe as I described our raid on the goblin mountain to save a baby gnome, our fights against trolls, bears, mountain lions, and acid-spitting spiders… Then our fight against shadow dogs and gargoyle men, the mighty battle of Evelhelm, and how I had freed the enchanted forest from the clutches of Luke. Nobody moved as I told the tales of my victories against my enemy gods, and the witches and wizards hung onto every word. Celeste chimed in every now and then to hype me up, and her face glowed as she boasted about my bravery, cunning, and leadership. 
 
    Listing off all my accomplishments reminded me of how far I had truly come since I’d woken up in my convent. It felt unreal to describe all these battles and victories to such an eager audience, and it started to dawn on me just how many lives I had saved. 
 
    That was the most important part of this whole journey. 
 
    And it wasn’t even finished yet. 
 
    Celeste finished up explaining our most recent war, and she was flushed in the face from talking so passionately about the slaughter of the darklings. I stroked the harpy’s arm as she shuffled closer beside me, and a reverent silence settled over the group while the torches flickered on. 
 
    “Wow,” Hazel finally breathed. “You really were worth waiting for. These stories are incredible!” 
 
    “A warrior god,” a wizard said. “About time we had one of those!” 
 
    “Thanks,” I chuckled. “But I’m going to need your help for the next steps of my journey. Tell me everything you can about your god.” 
 
    The group exchanged worried glances, and I quickly checked my all-seeing map to make sure we were still alone.  
 
    “He isn’t here,” I said gently. “I can see that he is far across your land.” 
 
    “Good,” an older witch said. “Then we can tell you what an evil bastard he truly is.” 
 
    “He thinks he is destined to be the almighty,” Hazel said. “It is his belief that magic folk are capable of winning any war, and he has so many of us that he thinks it makes him invincible.” 
 
    “Which is not true,” a wizard huffed. “We can control many things, but magic cannot fix every problem or kill every enemy.” 
 
    “It can create powerful weapons,” Hazel pointed out. “But there are many things that this god desires that are simply impossible. For example, he wanted us to create a spell that would just kill anyone who set foot on our land.” 
 
    “Which is not realistic,” the same wizard grumbled. “These lands and forests have their own magic within them, and we cannot force nature to become a murderer of the innocent.” 
 
    “And we tried to tell him that,” Hazel sighed. “But he just says we aren’t working hard enough. He has even tried to get us to raise his fallen soldiers to add to his numbers.” 
 
    “Fallen soldiers?” Celeste asked. “You mean the ones who are dead? But magic can’t do that! Everyone knows that one!” 
 
    “He doesn’t,” another witch grumbled. “That bastard had us standing in freezing graves night after night. Chanting over stinking corpses that rotted long ago.” 
 
    It was a grim image, but it didn’t shock me that evil gods would try anything they could, regardless of how awful it was for their people. 
 
    “What happened?” I asked. “When it didn’t work?” 
 
    Everyone fell silent and lowered their heads, and Hazel fidgeted with her blonde hair as she bit her lip. 
 
    “The strainer,” the young witch said quietly. “He put a bunch of us into the strainer.” 
 
    “What is that?” I asked gently. “Some kind of prison?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” an older witch said. “It is much worse than that. The strainer is a torture device that near enough crushes your rib cage. But the worst part is that your magic fades once you’ve been inside it.” 
 
    “You become weak,” Hazel croaked. “The only spells you can conjure up after you’ve been in it are tiny party tricks.” 
 
    “Takes away your dignity as a magic bearer,” an old wizard said gruffly. “Nothing worse you could do to a witch or a wizard.” 
 
    “That’s terrible,” Celeste said. “But why would he strain the magic from his own people? He needs you to fight.” 
 
    “There are so many of us all over this land,” one of the witches said. “He will still have thousands of magic folk left regardless of if he throws a few into the strainer.” 
 
    “We’re disposable,” Hazel said glumly. “Just numbers to him. As long as enough of us are left to chant and throw runes, he doesn’t care about the ones left in pain and misery.” 
 
    I felt a deep fury swell in my chest as I listened to them describe this new form of punishment. A device that hurts your physical body as well as breaking your magical gifts? That was some seriously evil shit, and he had no right to play with his followers’ powers like that.  
 
    “That fucker,” I growled. “I’m so sorry he’s hurt people here. How does the strainer take people’s magic?” 
 
    “The carrier diamonds,” Hazel explained. “The mineral elves mine them all day, and these stones can conduct magic. They’re used for cauldrons and runes because they can transport magic so easily, but he has found a way to use that for evil. He fills the carrier diamonds with the magic of us witches and wizards. He strains it right out of us and into the diamonds. Then he puts fresh ones in the contraption and chucks another of us in there to strain as well.” 
 
    “So it transports that magic right out of the magic folk?” I asked, and the witches nodded. “It sucks it out of them somehow?” 
 
    Holy shit. These carrier diamonds were like electricity conductors for magic. This god had taken something powerful and useful to turn it into the most depraved punishment he could think of. 
 
    “I can’t let him keep doing that,” I said. “Is the mine the only place where the carrier diamonds are found?” 
 
    “The only one he knows of,” Hazel said slyly. “There are others deep below the ground. We can hear their magic call to us, but we don’t say anything.” 
 
    “One mine is bad enough,” a wizard agreed. “He doesn’t need to know how many of those rocks lie below us.” 
 
    I rubbed my eyes as I tried to control my fiery anger toward this asshole god. 
 
    There had been so many brutal punishments I had witnessed, but this had to be up there with the worst. I wasn’t going to leave these people to be tortured, but I wanted to learn more about this god before I made any moves. 
 
    “Okay,” I sighed. “So he has a fucked up torture device. What else can you tell me about him?” 
 
    “He is incredibly powerful,” Hazel answered. “I suppose you probably knew that already, but it is said that he has had small gods surrender to him during battle from just being in his presence.” 
 
    “The God of Magic and Curses also has priestesses,” the older witch said. “But they are not kind like you, Celeste.” 
 
    “Or as pretty,” Hazel added. 
 
    “How many?” I asked. “What species are they?” 
 
    “There are three,” Hazel said. “Each of them is the daughter of a powerful sorcerer, and they are capable of their own awful magic. They thrive off causing pain to others, and they practice their curses inside their castle.” 
 
    We had never come up against magical priestesses before. Even though there were only three of them, it would be a whole new kind of challenge for my women.  
 
    My priestesses had their own gifts, but I had no idea of what these other women were capable of. I would have to make sure my lovers trained like never before. Their new ability to share skills had come at just the right time, though, and I knew they could be ten times as powerful when they combined their skills. My priestesses would fight tooth and nail to protect each other, but I was going to make sure they understood exactly how dangerous these other women would be.  
 
    “What kind of magic can they do?” I asked. “Is it the same things witches and wizards can do?” 
 
    “Sorcery is different,” a wizard said. “Our magic is steadily learned over time. Sorcerers are born with all their powers at once, and they have to learn how to control extreme power as children.” 
 
    “It means they have years of extra practice with deep magic,” a witch said. “And the firstborn of each family gets the strongest dose of magic.” 
 
    “Let me guess,” I said. “All three of them are firstborns?” 
 
    The group nodded, and I could see Celeste scowl with determination. I had a feeling she had already started planning how best to kill a powerful sorceress, and I loved her for it. My weapon-loving battle bird wouldn’t back down from a threat of any kind. Those evil priestesses didn’t know what was coming their way. 
 
    “I do have another question,” I said. “It’s about something I need to find. A magical item called the Oracle. Is there any chance any of you have heard of this?” 
 
    “The Oracle,” a wizard said with a frown. “Yes, of course, we know of it. Our people are the guardians of the Oracle and other magical items.” 
 
    My knees went numb with relief, and I could barely blink for several seconds as I prayed this news wasn’t too good to be true. 
 
    “Really?” I asked excitedly. “You know where it is? But wait… Shit, does that mean your god already has it?” 
 
    “Oh, no,” the older witch said with a solemn shake of her head. “ We keep it hidden deep, deep inside a secret location. It is guarded by the most powerful of our kind. Nobody but the most ancient of magic folk know of its whereabouts. The ones who watch over it are called the Keepers, and they’re the strongest of our kind.” 
 
    “But we are all connected to it,” Hazel added. “We could feel if anyone entered the chamber, but without knowing its location, it is impossible to seek it out. For any of us. Not the witches, wizards, or sorcerers. Even a god would need to be told where to look to have any chance of finding it.” 
 
    She smiled proudly at the last part, and I felt a huge weight being lifted from my chest. The Oracle was still safe. No other god had beaten me to it. 
 
    “Where is it?” I asked almost desperately. “I hope I have proven to you that I can be trusted?” 
 
    “You have,” one of the wizards said. “But I’m afraid we cannot tell you where it is kept, because we do not know.” 
 
    “You just said you did.” Celeste frowned. “In a chamber, right?” 
 
    “Yes,” the wizard said. “But the magic that guards it is so deep, that only the ones standing guard can tell exactly where they are. Our oldest legends say that the coordinates will be given only to the gods who remain when others have fallen.” 
 
    I didn’t know exactly what that meant, but it sounded like the last gods standing would be given the location of the Oracle. 
 
    Did that mean it would only be given to the final two? Or would the remaining six all suddenly be provided with the coordinates at any time? 
 
    A race to the Oracle with six gods would be a fucking nightmare, and I knew the God of Magic and Curses would be the closest to it by far. 
 
    “Can you give us any more information about it?” I asked. “Any hint of how many gods will be given this location? Or any rough idea where in the land it is?” 
 
    “I am afraid not,” a wizard said. “We will only be drawn to its location if it is harmed or stolen.” 
 
    It wasn’t the best news, but it wasn’t the worst, either. The remaining gods were destined to be given the location at some point, but the magic folk would know the exact coordinates if the Oracle did manage to get stolen. That left us some wiggle room to work with, at least. 
 
    Tobias was going to be okay. I would make sure of it. 
 
    It wasn’t too late. 
 
    “This has been really helpful,” I said. “I want to offer you a place in my following. If your people stand with me, then I will do everything in my power to protect them.” 
 
    “It would be our honor,” a wizard said. “Jack, we have waited for you for such a long time. We always knew that you were meant to lead us away from this evil.” 
 
    “But how do we help you?” Hazel asked. “Do we need to leave our homes to move over the sea?” 
 
    “You can stay here,” I assured her. “In fact, I need you to spread the word amongst the other towns. Tell your people everything you saw and heard. Tell them I am here for them and only waiting for their belief in me.” 
 
    “We can show them the temple,” Hazel breathed. “Then they will see how amazing this all is!” 
 
    “I think we should keep it closed,” I said gently. “Otherwise, the God of Magic and Curses will know that I’ve been here, and he will suspect I spoke with you. I don’t want to put anyone in danger.” 
 
    “That makes sense,” Hazel said. “Can we call to you if we need to?” 
 
    “Of course,” I said. “I need you to be my eyes and ears in this land. Anything that could help bring about this god’s downfall is vital. Just make sure he doesn’t hear a word of this talk. Your safety is the most important thing.” 
 
    The group nodded as I got to my feet, and I stretched out my legs that had started to go numb.  
 
    “So, we lay low?” Hazel asked, and I nodded. 
 
    “Keep your change of allegiance hidden as best you can,” I said. “I will call you when we need you to fight. If you feel that is something you are able to do.” 
 
    “We can fight,” Hazel said with determination. “There are some of our powers that can be used in battle. For the right cause. I can’t wait to tell my friends about this.” 
 
    “There are many tricks up our sleeves,” one of the wizards said. “We have waited many moons to put them to good use.” 
 
    I did another scan of my all-seeing map, and I could see that the God of Magic and Curses had moved slightly. He was just a few miles east of where he had been before, and it seemed like he was making multiple stops for whatever business he was handling. 
 
    I wanted to make sure the temple was sealed up again before he returned, and I took one last look around at the golden room. It felt wrong to leave it locked again. I wanted everyone to be able to enjoy the gorgeous building, and to use it for whatever worship they wished to give me. 
 
    But the doors would sit open someday soon. For now, I had to protect the magic folk from all forms of punishment. 
 
    That reminded me of the strainer, and an idea crept into my mind. I remembered the details of the valleys we had passed over to get here, and I had a feeling I could hinder the mining of carrier diamonds. 
 
    That was a start.  
 
    “Follow me,” I said, and I strode out of the temple into the cool morning air.  
 
    The doors slowly creaked shut as the last witch stepped outside, and the building looked like it had never been opened once more. Then I focused on the holy shield, and the group gasped as Celeste vanished from their sight.  
 
    “I’m still here,” the harpy said. “Jack has just put a special protection around me so I can’t be seen by anyone. Even other gods.” 
 
    “Incredible,” a wizard muttered. “Invisibility from the gods? Astounding! I wish I had a spell for that…” 
 
    “I’m going to head off, too.” I smiled. “But I need you to know how important your trust is to me. I want to help before I leave. There’s no way in hell I’m abandoning you all when I know that torture device is stealing your magic from you.” 
 
    “The strainer,” Hazel breathed. “What are you going to do?” 
 
    “I might need some help for this plan to work,” I said. “But I’m going to destroy that mine. No more carrier diamonds, and that means no more strainer.” 
 
    Celeste grinned as she spread her wings, and the magic folk exchanged excited smiles. Then I focused on my god form and quickly vanished from the ground. 
 
    The witches gasped as they looked up at the sky, and I made sure the local god hadn’t moved any closer. 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “We’re going to need a distraction that gets all of the elves out of the mine. Can you handle that?” 
 
    “We can,” Hazel said. “Let’s go! I can’t believe this is happening!” 
 
    The group started to hurry along toward the mining valley, and I kept a careful watch on their surroundings. One of the witches chanted something under her breath, and they all suddenly began to hover a few inches above the ground. It seemed the spell allowed them to race along at double the speed, and Celeste soared with them through the hillsides. 
 
    Gray smoke came into view as we drew closer to the mine, and the sound of thudding footsteps and clinking stones rang out through the air. The witches and wizards slowed down to a normal pace as we approached the valley, and lines of bored-looking elves trudged up and down into the deep cave. 
 
    “We don’t want to harm the elves,” I said. “So we need something that will clear them all out of the valley.” 
 
    “I have just the thing,” one of the old witches whispered. “A voice carrying spell. We can make it sound like a cave troll is down in the depths of the mine. That’s sure to clear them all out!” 
 
    “That will work.” Hazel shuddered. “I wouldn’t want to be trapped down in the dark with one of those things!” 
 
    “Then what, Jack?” Celeste asked. “How are you going to destroy the mine?” 
 
    “With my sword,” I replied. “Look up to the left.” 
 
    The harpy glanced up and spotted the large net that was holding back massive boulders from falling. It was clear that the rocky hillside had started to break apart some time ago, and the god had fixed the problem by tying it all up with thick rope material. 
 
    “But that net is made by a god,” Hazel hissed. “No magic can break it. A few witches tried that once, and they ended up being thrown out to sea! The net didn’t even tear.” 
 
    “But I bet a god can break it,” I said. 
 
    I had seen the power my holy weapon was capable of, and I knew deep inside me that I could break any chains this asshole god had built. The Wrath of Jack had sent multiple gods into the abyss, and I sure as hell could cut some rope made by a shithead torturer. 
 
    “Wait until my signal,” I said. “I’m going to come down into the holy shield to hide myself from view, but I’ll call out when I’m ready.” 
 
    I focused on the spot of ground beside Celeste, and I felt a rush of warmth as my body appeared on the rocky hillside. 
 
    My hair danced in the wind as the smell of smoke filled my nostrils. Then the harpy threw her arms around me and planted a kiss on my cheek as the witches and wizards stayed low. I stroked her soft hair lovingly and ran my hand down her side. 
 
    “I like having you invisible with me,” Celeste whispered with a grin. “Nobody else can see us.” 
 
    She had a cheeky glint in her eyes as she smiled up at me, and I had a feeling she was hinting at other uses the shield could have. I liked the way she was thinking, and my eyes roamed all over her tight dress. 
 
    “We’ll have to have some fun in it soon,” I said quietly into her ear. “You can’t just wear that dress around me without it being ripped off at some point.” 
 
    The harpy giggled as I kissed her neck, and I had to force myself to pull away from her intoxicatingly sweet scent. 
 
    “Let’s fuck this mine up,” I breathed as I pulled The Wrath of Jack from my belt. “Now!” 
 
    The oldest witch closed her eyes as she began to chant, and she raised her hands up into the air slowly. She circled her arms in fluid movements as she spoke, and a blast of green suddenly shot into the sky. But the small sign of magic was barely noticeable amongst the chaos that suddenly broke out.  
 
    A deep, trembling roar echoed out of the mine and shook the ground. It was a harrowing sound that made the hairs on my arms stand on end, and there was no way to tell it wasn’t real. 
 
    Panic erupted immediately. 
 
    Elves’ screams filled the air as they fled from the mine and abandoned all wheelbarrows and tools. They raced as fast as their thin legs would carry them, and they kept going until they’d left the valley behind. Fires were stomped out in the madness, and terrified yells echoed off the surrounding hills. 
 
    I waited until the final set of footsteps rose up from the deep, and the last elf sprinted away from the booming roar of the fictional troll. 
 
    It was time to fuck up the carrier diamond mine. 
 
    “Stand back,” I called, and the magic folk made sure they were shuffled far away from the valley. 
 
    “Do it,” Hazel hissed excitedly. “Kill the mine! Kill the strainer!” 
 
    “Get ready to fly,” I said to Celeste, and she spread her scarlet wings as she watched me. 
 
    The Wrath of Jack glinted in the sun as I raised the sword up, and I slammed it down onto the thick ropes of the net. I felt my blade slice through the material with minimal effort, and silver sparks of magic erupted into the air as the godly net was broken. 
 
    Celeste shot into the air right as I transformed back into my god form. The harpy flew high up while the shield hid her, and an avalanche of huge boulders rolled down toward the valley. Rumbling filled the air as the massive rocks began to fall, and the useless net broke apart completely.  
 
    “Go!” I called to the magic folk. “Get away from here before anyone spots you! Keep your eyes out for any news you can bring me, and spread the word of what is coming!” 
 
    “We will!” Hazel called as they began to race away from the valley. “All hail the great Jack! Destroyer of the damned strainer!” 
 
    The magic group raced off into the hills as more and more boulders fell. Massive stones tumbled down into the mine and caused storm clouds of dust to shoot up. The torches were quickly extinguished as the cave fell into darkness, but then the stones eventually filled the mine right up almost to the top.  
 
    “Goodbye, torture rocks,” Celeste said with a grin. “Do you think that will stop him from using the strainer?” 
 
    “For a good while, at least,” I said. “Even with magic or giants, that’s going to take a hell of a lot of time and effort to fix. He won’t want to use valuable resources on it. They should be safe for now.” 
 
    The dust began to settle from the avalanche, and the valley was silent and still. I felt a rush of pride to know that the magic folk’s pain would be halted, but I vowed to destroy their god before he had a chance to start it up again. 
 
    Then I realized I still had to check my interface, and the message waiting for me made the moment even sweeter. 
 
    The Temple of Jack has been restored! 
 
    Curse mirroring obtained! 
 
    I had no idea what curse mirroring was, but I was certain it was going to help me win against the evil god of the magical lands. My devotional map showed five deep red dots of the group we had spoken with, and they had already broken apart to spread the word amongst the hilltops.  
 
    The destruction of the mine should be all the magic folk of the land needed for the extra push toward true belief in me. 
 
    I was on my way to claiming my enemy’s army. 
 
    I would steal these magical beings from right under his nose, and there wasn’t a damn thing he could do to stop me. The possibilities of what a witch and wizard army could do seemed endless, and I would need to discuss with them how to best utilize their powers. 
 
    Especially since my new map had provided me with the perfect method of sneaking into other lands without arousing suspicion.  
 
    Celeste began to fly back toward the ocean, and I felt the temple call faintly in the back of my mind the whole way. I couldn’t wait for the day when those golden doors sat open every day, and people could worship without fear or pain. 
 
    The purple storm ahead still thrashed violently, but I felt nothing but smug determination flow through me as we approached. It wasn’t even the afternoon yet, and I had found a new altar, started to convert a magical race, and worked out the vague whereabouts of the Oracle. 
 
    Storms and mines couldn’t stand in my way. I was closer than ever to becoming the almighty, and I was ready to get to work planning a war. 
 
    Whatever this world had to throw at me next, I was ready for it.

  

 
   
    Chapter 8 
 
    I couldn’t get my temple out of my mind as Celeste soared over the violent ocean. The golden walls had given me a new sense of drive, and I couldn’t wait to show the other priestesses what had been built in my honor. Tobias would lose his mind when he heard about it. 
 
    But it made me wonder if any other god had anything as grand constructed for them. 
 
    The harpy flew quickly above the waves that crashed against the cliffsides as something with sharp spikes along its spine slunk just under the surface. A muffled roar rang out amongst the harsh waters as huge shapes moved in the deep.  
 
    I had gotten enough glimpses of these sea monsters to know just how big of an army would be needed to fight them. This was going to require our strongest fighters, and I had a feeling I should pay another visit to the land of giants to recruit as much muscle as possible. Even if the cyclopes couldn’t get over the water, they would be able to cause damage with boulders from the cliffsides. 
 
    I would need to make sure the nearby people were evacuated before any violence began. It seemed unlikely that the sealies would be very useful in the fight, and I had come to terms with the fact that not everyone was made to be a soldier. 
 
    The rush of destroying the mine was still flowing through me, and I was glad to have left the magical land slightly safer than how I’d found it. It was hard to imagine a god wanting to tear magic away from his own people, but I had grown to understand that there was no end to some of these bastards’ cruelty. They would do anything to show how powerful they were, no matter the cost.  
 
    I checked my devotional map and watched as the red dots of our new believers spread over the hillsides to tell the others of what they saw. An army of witches and wizards was going to change everything. Having strong magic on my side was an advantage I hadn’t planned on, but I had no doubts that these folk would have some seriously useful tricks up their sleeves. 
 
    But perhaps the most valuable aspect was that the god who ruled over their lands wouldn’t even know they were prepared to fight in my name. 
 
    “That was such an amazing trip,” Celeste gushed as she left the violent sea behind her. “I can’t believe we met real witches! They were just like I pictured them, and their eyes were so stunning.” 
 
    “They were awesome,” I chuckled. “And I could tell they were impressed with you, too.” 
 
    “Really?” Celeste asked.  
 
    “Of course,” I said. “It’s not every day people get to see a beautiful battle bird up close. Hazel couldn’t take her eyes off you!” 
 
    “I already can’t wait to see your temple again!” Celeste said. “It was sooo gorgeous. The others will be desperate to see it. Especially Penelope!” 
 
    “She will,” I said. “But we’ll be able to go there freely when that territory is mine.” 
 
    “Any day now.” Celeste grinned. “I’m just dying to explore more of the magic lands!” 
 
    I was excited to see more of the green-tinted territory, too. The magic folk were fascinating, and I wanted to really understand just how their powers worked.  
 
    For now, knowing that the Oracle was safe had been a huge weight off my mind, and I couldn’t wait to tell Tobias the good news. No other god had found it yet, and I had the guardians on my side. I felt incredibly smug at the thought of the other gods searching desperately for the magical item, and I was glad to not have the stress of finding it taking over my thoughts. 
 
    There was still time. 
 
    The sun was starting to set as Celeste reached the Dragon Valley, and she soared down to the other priestesses who were sitting around a fire. They perched on the log benches with cups of tea, and they waved excitedly when they spotted the harpy. 
 
    “Sister!” Penelope called. “My lord! You’ve returned!” 
 
    “Where have you been?” Aleia asked. “We assumed it was something important.” 
 
    “It was,” I chuckled as I focused on my physical body. 
 
    The women all squealed as my feet touched down on the lush grass, and they leapt up to crowd me with hugs and soft kisses. I made sure they all received some love, and the crackle of the fire soothed my racing mind by the time they finally released me. 
 
    “You’re going to enjoy this story,” I said as everyone took their seats again. “We traveled over the sea of the God of Water, and we explored the land of magic.” 
 
    “You did?” Penelope gasped. “Oh, my goodness! Witches and wizards are truly some of the most fascinating species alive.” 
 
    “Wait.” Nicola frowned. “The God of Water has territory nearby? I’m going to guess that the ocean isn’t exactly safe right now.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” I sighed as I sat between Nieva and Aleia. “And he’s got some very fucked up looking creatures just waiting to pounce, by the looks of it. The land of magic is over the water, and we’re going to need a huge army to make that move.” 
 
    “One that can fly,” Nieva said. “Do we have enough winged soldiers to travel?” 
 
    “We’re getting there,” I said. “That’s what my scouts are helping us with. Spreading the word to as many different colonies of creatures as possible.” 
 
    “And now you have the fairies!” Aleia said. “We can help carry smaller fighters, and we can fly quickly if we need to cross multiple times with weapons.” 
 
    “Your family is going to be vital for this fight,” I said. “We’re going to need to plan this out carefully to use everyone’s strengths to the greatest advantage.” 
 
    Celeste started to tell the other women about our journey, and I focused on my interface with my new reward. 
 
    Curse mirroring obtained! 
 
    What the hell did that even mean? 
 
    If it was anything like the priestesses’ recent reward, then it was bound to be fucking awesome. It clearly was going to come in useful in the magic lands, but I just didn’t know exactly how. I wondered if the system might provide me with more information like it had done with the Oracle, but I couldn’t find anything to help with the new reward. 
 
    Did it mean I could perform curses? Was I capable of using magic alongside my godly powers? 
 
    I quietly studied my interface as the women spoke, and I watched my follower count rise as my scouts and new magical recruits spread the word. It would soon be time to call on my new followers for help, and I couldn’t wait to meet all the creatures who had come around to worshiping me. 
 
    Maybe Tobias would have some idea about what curse mirroring was, and we could start to use this magic to our advantage.  
 
    “A temple?” Penelope gasped, and I was quickly pulled out of my thoughts. 
 
    “Yeah,” I chuckled. “You would not believe how incredible it is. Golden walls, magic torches.” 
 
    “And it responds to Jack,” Celeste said. “He just stood in front of it, and the doors swung open for him! The witches said it hadn’t been opened in decades. It was waiting for its master.” 
 
    “And he finally came,” Nieva said. “I bet you looked so powerful standing there before it.” 
 
    The dragon queen leaned into me as her snowstorm eyes gazed into mine, and I stroked her purple curls as she edged in closer. 
 
    “When can we see it?” Nicola asked. “I want to see my god in his place of worship!” 
 
    The brunette played with a strand of hair as she eyed me, and I could tell that this whole golden temple thing had riled them up.  
 
    “He looked so powerful,” Celeste murmured. “And the building was gorgeous inside.” 
 
    The priestesses hung on the harpy’s every word as she described the place of worship, and the sun started to creep down from the sky as they spoke. Some dragon folk came by with bowls of stew, and we ate our warm meals as the stars began to twinkle. The heat of the fire was comforting against the chill of the wind, and Nicola threw another log onto the flames. 
 
    “So much has happened in the last few days,” Nieva said. “The fairies, the power sharing, and now two nearby gods!” 
 
    “Don’t forget the temple.” Nicola grinned. “Our master has a golden-walled worship house just waiting for us! Think of all the fun we could have inside it…” 
 
    She shot me a sultry look, and I was already picturing closing the doors with my women inside. They were clearly excited to see the building, and I knew we would have a hell of a worship session once we all got some alone time there.  
 
    Then Aleia rested her head on my shoulder as the sky darkened to a navy blue, and the women started to yawn as the wind picked up. 
 
    “Time to sleep,” I said as I kissed the fairy’s head. “We need you to be ready for whatever tomorrow throws at us.” 
 
    “It is getting cold.” Aleia nodded. “Bed sounds lovely.” 
 
    The women sleepily got to their feet, and they took it in turns to plant kisses on my lips before they trailed off toward Nieva’s hut. 
 
    Celeste was last to approach me, and I slid my hands around the harpy’s waist. Her amber eyes were wide, and she was the only one who seemed to still be fully awake. 
 
    “Thank you for today,” she breathed as she ran a hand over my chest. “I loved being so close with you. It made me feel so special to share that all with you.” 
 
    “You are so important to me,” I said gently. “I’m glad you got to see my temple with me for the first time.” 
 
    I gripped the fabric of her red dress as I planted a kiss on her full lips, and I remembered how excited she had been to be inside the holy shield with me. She had been so brave throughout the day with every task I gave her, too, and I wanted to reward her for all her hard work. 
 
    Besides, it was hard not to let my thoughts roam wild when she was standing in that tight red dress. 
 
    I glanced over her shoulder to see the other priestesses disappear into the stone house, and I stroked the harpy’s soft cheek. 
 
    “Why don’t we stay up a little later?” I grinned. “I have an idea for a romantic walk.” 
 
    “I would love that,” Celeste said eagerly. “Spending today with you has been perfect. I wasn’t ready to say goodbye to it all just yet.” 
 
    I slid my hand into hers, and we started to stroll out toward the forest. The Dragon Valley was quiet behind us, and the emerald leaves of the trees rustled as we walked into the dense woodland. Stars peeked out through the branches, and Celeste sighed happily as she gripped my hand. 
 
    My eyes couldn’t help wandering down to her exposed cleavage as her hips swayed invitingly beside me.  
 
    “The forest really is beautiful,” Celeste sighed. “Even after all the new land we saw today, this place still feels magical.” 
 
    We walked down toward the river, and I stopped in a clearing that sat beside the water. The leaves rustled around us as some nearby birds sang into the night. It was a peaceful spot to enjoy with my stunning harpy. 
 
    “Why don’t we have some fun here,” I muttered as I kissed Celeste’s neck. “I want to reward you for being so brave today.” 
 
    “Jack,” Celeste giggled. “We’re not very deep into the woods, we could be seen!” 
 
    “Hmm,” I said. “You’re right. Let me make this all a little more private for my love.” 
 
    I focused on the holy shield, and a translucent bubble suddenly appeared around us. The glimmer of oil slick colors shone against the moonlight, and we were protected from the eyes and ears of anyone who might walk by. 
 
    Celeste loved feeling held and safe, and I watched her face light up as she looked around. It was like we had our own private room in the center of the enchanted forest, and we could do whatever we liked away from prying eyes. 
 
    “The shield,” she whispered. “My lord, we can have our own private worship session!” 
 
    She flung her arms around me as she kissed me deeply, and our tongues met while I gripped her tight waist. Celeste’s soft hair tickled my face as we made out, and her large breasts drove me wild as they pressed up against me. 
 
    My cock was rock hard as I roamed my hands around to her pert ass, and the harpy moaned happily as I squeezed her firm cheeks. 
 
    “I love being yours,” she said quietly. “Please let me show you my devotion, my lord.” 
 
    “Oh, you will,” I chuckled as I gently put a hand around her neck. “My obedient priestess. You belong to me.” 
 
    Celeste groaned at my words as we kissed again, and I ran my hands over her fabric-covered nipples. Her tits were begging to be freed from her tight dress, and I slowly began to pull the straps down over her shoulders. 
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as her large breasts were exposed to me under the moonlight, and I grabbed handfuls of her ivory flesh. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “I love it when you touch me, my lord.” 
 
    “Take the dress off,” I said as I played with her nipples. “I want to see you properly.” 
 
    Celeste hurriedly pulled the dress right down before she stepped out of it, and she spun around to give me a full view of her naked body. Her red wings folded right into her back to show off her curves. Every inch of her pale skin was perfect, and I took a moment to drink in the sight of my devoted harpy. Then she bit her lip as she cupped her full tits teasingly.  
 
    “Beautiful,” I said as I grabbed her hips. “This body belongs to me, and I am going to pleasure every inch of it.” 
 
    I began to kiss her neck gently, and I roamed one hand down her flat stomach toward her mound. She gasped as my fingers grazed her soft thighs and began to explore her folds. Her juices were already leaking from her pussy, too, and I smirked to feel how excited she was. 
 
    “My lord,” she whispered. “I am devoted only to you! I love the feeling of your holy hands on my skin.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “My loyal priestess. I want to hear you moan for your master.” 
 
    Celeste’s eyes widened as I replaced one hand around her throat as the other began to push into her soaked pussy. I felt a rush of pleasure and power as I held her in place, and I started to slide my fingers in and out of her slick entrance. 
 
    “You’re so wet,” I murmured as I stared into her amber eyes. “My good little priestess is soaked for her god.” 
 
    “Yes!” Celeste gasped. “My pussy is yours! I am yours!” 
 
    She groaned with pleasure as I rubbed her clit gently, and I sped my fingers up faster and faster. The harpy’s face flushed pink as I touched her soaked tunnel eagerly, and she began to thrust down to meet my hand. She grinded down on my palm as I pleasured her and kept her locked in my grip, and her moans were music to my ears as they built louder.  
 
    “Oooh,” she said as I held her neck a little tighter. “I’m going to cum! My lord!” 
 
    “Good,” I whispered as I kissed her. “Cum for your god.” 
 
    Celeste shuddered as she gripped my shoulders, and she suddenly dug her fingernails into my skin as she cried out. Her amber eyes fluttered as her orgasm hit, and her whole body trembled against me. 
 
    It was intoxicating to watch her climax as her juices covered my fingers.  
 
    “Thank you,” she gasped as I released my hold of her. “My lord, you have blessed me!” 
 
    She caught her breath as I stripped down, and the harpy moaned softly as my erection was released. Then Celeste reached out a hand and firmly gripped my shaft, and a spark of electricity shot through my cock. Her warm palm held me tightly as she slowly moved her hand up and down.  
 
    “I love being inside this holy shield with you,” she said. “I can worship you right here, and nobody will even know.” 
 
    “No one can hear us,” I chuckled. “So it’s time to make you scream.” 
 
    I grabbed her waist as I spun her around, and Celeste held out her arms against a tree as I bent her over. Her sculpted ass stuck out at me, and I ran a hand over her cheeks before I gave each one a sharp slap. 
 
    It left a slight pink mark on her ivory skin, marking her as mine.  
 
    “Mmm,” she whimpered. “My lord, please bless me with your holy cock. I am truly yours to do what you want with.” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said softly. “You belong to me.” 
 
    My dick was aching to be inside her, and I lined myself up along her soaked slit. Her juices seeped out onto me, and I groaned as I gently edged the head of my cock inside her warm folds. 
 
    “Yessss,” she said. “Please, fuck me! Fill me up with your huge cock, master!” 
 
    Her words made my head spin, and I gave her another spank before I began to push into her soaked tunnel. 
 
    Fiery pleasure coursed through me as my cock sank into her pussy, and I gripped her slim waist tightly as I started to fuck her at last. Celeste held the tree as she threw her head back, and I slowly sank deeper inside her with every thrust.  
 
    “You’re so fucking tight,” I breathed. “My beautiful priestess is perfect.” 
 
    “I’m all yours,” she cried. “Fuck me deeply!” 
 
    I tightened my grip as I began to quicken my pace, and I slammed into her warm body again and again. Neither of us cared about how much noise we made, so we cried out with pleasure as I rammed deep into the harpy’s eager pussy, and I watched her body shudder with every movement while I basked in the pure bliss of her walls around my erection. 
 
    “Master!” Celeste cried. “Your holy cock is filling me up! It’s sooo… big… ohhhh…” 
 
    I grinned at her whining, but I wanted to see her pretty face as I pleased her, so I slowly slid out of her warmth and pulled her up. 
 
    She spun around to face me, and I stroked her flushed face before I helped her down onto the ground. Then I pushed her back onto the soft grass and was given the incredible view of her body laid out before me. Her amber eyes gazed up at me with pure devotion, and I laid down on top of her as I kissed her cheek. 
 
    “I’m going to fuck you so hard,” I growled into her ear. “My beautiful harpy, you will take all of my holy cock deep in that pussy. And you will like it.” 
 
    “Yes,” she whimpered. “Fill me up with your seed, my lord! Pleeease. I am worthy of it.” 
 
    Celeste put her arms over her head as I slowly slid my cock inside her again, and I put one hand tightly around her slim wrists to hold her in place. I knew how deeply she loved feeling held and owned, and the connection was unreal as I looked into her adoring eyes. 
 
    My cock slid in and out of her slick pussy again and again as I kept her pinned down, and I used my free hand to tease her heavy breasts and torture her a bit. Every inch of my body was alive with pleasure and power, and I moaned deeply as I enjoyed her body as much as I pleased. My length filled her up over and over again, and every thrust made her moan even louder as my grip on her wrists tightened. 
 
    She was completely mine and gave me every bit of control. 
 
    “You’re so fucking perfect,” I groaned as I clutched her wrists. “I’m going to fill you up with my cum.” 
 
    “Yessss,” Celeste whispered. “Please, master! Give me your holy seed!” 
 
    I kissed her soft and plump lips, and her tongue hungrily met mine. Then the harpy’s warm body began to writhe underneath me as I fucked her as deeply as possible. I slammed my cock in and out of her until she began to whimper from the force, and I could tell by her breathing that she was close to cumming. 
 
    “Good girl,” I whispered. “Cum on your god’s cock. I control you. I own you.” 
 
    “You do,” she breathed. “My lord owns me and my body!” 
 
    I watched her perfect breasts rise and fall as I thrust as deeply into her as possible, and I gasped as her tunnel walls suddenly clenched around me. 
 
    Her immediate orgasm pushed me over the edge as I felt my head spin with a huge eruption of pleasure. Stars spun around my vision as I came deep inside the harpy, and my seed shot into her tight pussy with a vengeance. 
 
    Then I gripped her neck as well while my body shook and pumped more of my cum into her, and I felt every drop leak into her very center. Celeste’s heavy breasts rose and fell rapidly as she stared up at me the whole time, and I was lightheaded when the waves of pleasure subsided.  
 
    “Fuck,” I breathed as I loosed my grip on her neck and wrists. “That was amazing.” 
 
    “I feel so safe,” Celeste whispered. “I really am yours, Jack.” 
 
    She smiled up at me, and my heart just about melted at her pink-flushed cheeks. I planted a soft kiss on each side of her face as I slid out of her, and we both gasped as I left her tight pussy. 
 
    Her thighs glistened with my cum as we both sat upright, and I pulled her in to sit with her back against me. Celeste’s soft wings folded up tightly, and the feathers tickled my bare chest as I held her. 
 
    We caught our breaths as we stared out at the babbling river that swiftly coursed its way through the forest. A few small fish leapt out along the surface, and I felt completely at peace as I stroked my harpy’s fiery-red hair. 
 
    “I love you,” she said dreamily. “Thank you for making me cum so much…” 
 
    “I love you, too,” I whispered. “You were amazing today, and I wanted to show you how special you are to me. If anyone deserves orgasms, it’s you.” 
 
    “You definitely made me feel special,” she giggled. “You know exactly what to do to me.” 
 
    “I know you pretty well,” I chuckled and gently gripped one of her slender wrists. “Part of being a god is knowing what my women enjoy.” 
 
    A silver owl hooted in a branch above us, and I swayed gently with Celeste in my arms. I kept the holy shield activated for ultimate privacy, and I knew how much it meant to her to share this quiet moment with just the two of us. 
 
    “I can’t believe how lucky I am,” Celeste said. “To have the greatest god as my true love, and to share him with my amazing sisters. Not to mention that I have a little one on the way!” 
 
    “I’m the lucky one,” I said as I rubbed her slim stomach. “Five stunning women who I get to pleasure? And they just happen to be the most badass warriors in existence? I really did win the jackpot.” 
 
    “You will soon be the only god in these lands,” Celeste said. “I can’t wait for the day you become the almighty.” 
 
    “Me, neither,” I chuckled, and the harpy sighed happily as she leaned against me. “Maybe I’ll get even more golden temples.” 
 
    We watched the river for a while as the wind picked up around us, but we stayed warm inside the invisible shield. Then Celeste began to yawn, and I helped her to her feet as we moved toward the river. 
 
    “A quick dip before bed,” I said, and we held hands as we carefully stepped into the warm water. 
 
    The stream felt calming against my hot skin, and I helped Celeste clean up as I roamed my hands all over her full chest and between her thighs. We dipped our bodies down under the stream’s surface, and I felt a sense of calmness wash over me with the water. Stars twinkled out above us, and Celeste giggled as we splashed each other gently. 
 
    Once we had bathed, I helped her out of the water before we pulled on our clothes. I got rid of the holy shield once we were dressed, and Celeste slipped her hand into mine as we walked back through the forest. The wind had picked up, and the gentle howls shook the emerald leaves around us.  
 
    “It feels like a storm is coming,” Celeste shuddered as she looked up at the sky. “The clouds are getting darker.” 
 
    “Then it’s time for you to get warm,” I said. “Let’s get you to bed.” 
 
    We strode out over the Dragon Valley, and everyone had already gone into their homes for the night. The fires were all out, and the distant howls of wolves merged with the echoes of the wind. We walked over to Nieva’s hut and quietly crept inside.  
 
    There was a gentle sound of snoring from the pile of sleeping priestesses, and I kissed Celeste’s cheek softly before she climbed in with them. Her amber eyes fluttered shut quickly as she nuzzled into Nicola, and I stroked her hair until her breathing became heavier. 
 
    My women looked completely at peace as they dreamed, and they held each other lovingly in a tangle of limbs and hair. It was hard to believe they were going to be the mothers of my children, and my eyes fell on Nieva as the dragon queen slept. 
 
    Then I wondered if she wanted to bear my child as well, or if she was content to be the only one without a baby. She would make an incredible mother, and I could just picture a baby with stumpy horns and snowstorm eyes. I hoped she would want that one day, and I knew the priestesses would be over the moon if all five of them fell pregnant.  
 
    “I love you all,” I whispered as I shifted forms, and my physical body vanished from the room. 
 
    The priestesses slept peacefully as the wind howled outside, and I checked to make sure the surrounding land was safe and still. Wolves raced around as they played in the central valley, but most other creatures seemed to be hiding inside from the cold weather. Even the dragons were curled up deep inside their cave as the wind worsened.  
 
    I couldn’t stop thinking about the land of magic, and I checked my devotional map to see how Hazel and the others had gotten on. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered as I studied the markers around the hillside towns.  
 
    There were deep red dots spread around the crooked villages, and it seemed that my new recruits hadn’t wasted any time spreading the word. I wondered if the news of the mine had spread, too, and if the evil god had found that his torture device was now powerless.  
 
    Then I began to study the rest of my species tabs, and I sorted through all of the creatures who would be able to help us with our next battle. I was going to need a serious amount of winged beings for my army, and I was stunned at how many new beasts were listed in my interface. 
 
    There were hundreds of griffins spread out around the land, my fairy army, nymphs, and new creatures that I had never encountered before. I stopped to study one particular tab that listed terrifying creatures called Night Gargoyles. They were bigger than the ones who had captured Celeste, and their bodies looked like they were made out of coal. Red eyes shone from their pointed faces, and I saw that they lived deep inside the Dark Lands. There were forty-six of these winged beasts, and I was impressed that my scouts had won over creatures that were so fucking evil-looking. 
 
    It made me smug to know how many followers I had taken from evil gods. My land was becoming bigger and bigger, and I had legions of followers who were ready to do my bidding. 
 
    Different species of pixies made the numbers higher, and I even found some unicorns that lived high up past the land of giants. I had met the terrifying horses before in Tobias’ army, and I knew they were incredible fighters with deadly horns.  
 
    My buddy already had a massive number of winged soldiers, too, and I was starting to realize that we might actually have enough to use. 
 
     If we combined our flying fighters, then we would be able to start planning our attack on our nearby enemies. There was a hell of a lot to consider before we started to make moves, though. 
 
    Would we go for the God of Water, or the God of Magic and Curses first? Both would be difficult fights against evils I had only caught glimpses of. The image of the sea monsters was hard to shake. 
 
    Either way, we would need to organize our winged troops to be ready for action. Then we would have magic folk waiting to fight alongside us when we did reach the lands with the green sky, and their god would have no clue that I had ever even spoken with them. 
 
    I knew how fucking good I had gotten with sneakily poaching followers, and I couldn’t wait to meet these evil fuckers that ruled the nearby lands. 
 
    The wild wind howled around the valley as I watched over my people, and I studied all my new creature tabs closely as the night rolled by. I wanted to know my army inside and out before I began to strategize, and I decided I would speak with Tobias the following day to start putting plans into motion. He was going to be so excited to hear about the temple, and the Oracle news would put his mind at ease like it had with mine.  
 
    And the underwater monsters and evil sorcerers didn’t scare me anymore.  
 
    My land and follower count had skyrocketed in such a short span of time, and I knew I had everything I needed to claim what was rightfully mine. I had proven time and time again that I was destined to be the almighty. This world was going to be mine before I knew it 
 
    I was built for this shit.  
 
    My people would fight tooth and nail to protect their land, too, and I would be right there with them when things got bloody. 
 
    I couldn’t wait for the morning to arrive so I could get the ball rolling. I had a war to begin.

  

 
   
    Chapter 9 
 
    I decided to come down into my physical body for when my women woke up. They loved having me down with them, and I needed them in high spirits if we would start training for war soon. If they were in good moods, then they fought like fucking ninjas. 
 
    And I was enjoying spending more time amongst my people anyway. It made the connection to them seem more personal, and I got to enjoy the incredible views of the land I had won.  
 
    My feet touched down in the Dragon Valley just as the sun started to creep up, and I began to build some fires for getting breakfast started. Olwen was the first to rise of the dragon folk, and he strode over to me as orange flames danced to life. 
 
    “Jack,” he said. “You don’t need to do that! Building fires is not godly work!” 
 
    “It’s my pleasure,” I chuckled as I straightened up. “I hope you’ve managed to rest up after your scouting mission. I can’t thank you enough for all the work you and your people did.” 
 
    “I’ve rested well,” the winged man said. “Now, I’m ready to fight. Do we have word on when we’ll be moving out? Or where to?” 
 
    “We’ll be headed far east either way,” I said. “That’s where the God of Water and the God of Magic and Curses are. But I’ll speak with Tobias to decide on our first moves.” 
 
    “I can hardly wait.” Olwen grinned. “Battles under your leadership are like nothing I’ve experienced before. I’m grateful to be on your side.” 
 
    “I’m grateful to have you,” I chuckled. 
 
    More dragon folk spilled out into the early morning light, and they started to crack eggs into pans and boil water for tea.  
 
    “Morning, my lord,” a winged dragon-woman called to me. “Tea? Eggs? I’m afraid we’re out of meat, but we’ll go hunting today.” 
 
    “Just tea.” I smiled, and the woman handed me a piping hot mug of minty liquid. 
 
    Then Olwen began to organize a small group for their morning hunt, and I took a moment to enjoy the sunrise. 
 
    The wind had calmed down hugely since the previous night, and the orange sun crept higher over the trees as I sipped my warm drink. It really was a stunning part of the world, and I would never get tired of the view of the deep forest. After a few minutes, two young dragon-women hurried by with wooden trays full of breakfast, and they smiled brightly at me as they passed.  
 
    “We wanted to bring the priestesses breakfast in bed,” one of them said. “Four of them are with child, and they need all the strength they can get!” 
 
    “Queen Nieva deserves it, too.” The other girl nodded. “But she isn’t pregnant… is she, my lord?” 
 
    The two women stared curiously up at me, and I chuckled as I shook my head. 
 
    “She is not,” I said. “But I’m sure she will appreciate the gesture anyway.” 
 
    “Maybe soon,” one of the girls said innocently. “She would make such a fearsome and kind mother!” 
 
    The two girls giggled as they hurried off with their trays, and I wondered if all the dragon folk were rooting on a new baby being born. It would probably be a proud claim to have the child of a god in their colony, but I would need to have that discussion with Nieva in private.  
 
    I smirked at the thought, but then I was surprised to see Tobias when I spun back around to face the forest. 
 
    My stomach sank as I studied my friend and noticed that he was disheveled and tired-looking. His red hair was splattered with dirt, and his usually cheery expression was carved into a tired scowl.  
 
    “Hey,” I said as I put a hand on his shoulder. “What happened? Are you okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” he said slowly. “We were attacked last night.” 
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “By who? Is everyone okay? I can take my people there now.” 
 
    “It’s over,” Tobias said with a wave of his hand. “I think it was a group of sorcerers. They sent these crazy, violent winds from over the sea. It was like they had enchanted the weather to become their weapons. I only just got the sealies out in time.” 
 
    Tobias’ whole demeanor was tired and stressed, and I gestured for him to take a seat on one of the logs. We slowly sat beside the fire, and I studied my friend’s face as he rubbed his temples.  
 
    “It was a quest,” he said. “You know I said they get more intense as we get further on? It only appeared seconds before the sorcerers did. I managed to get my winged fighters out that way quickly, but it was almost bad news for the ones who live by the cliffs.” 
 
    His voice cracked slightly, and I had never seen him so down before. He was the hype guy who was always ready for the next challenge. My sidekick who couldn’t wait to slaughter the next evil god. This attack must have really done a number on him, and it felt like a wake-up call for how bad things were about to become. 
 
    “But you did it,” I reminded him. “You fought them off and protected your people.” 
 
    “Only just,” Tobias said. “Jack, if the sealies hadn’t been warned in time, then–” 
 
    “But they were,” I cut in. “You got them all out, and you fought off the attack. Don’t you dare doubt yourself. If they get into your head, then that is a dangerous weapon.” 
 
    “I know.” Tobias nodded. “It was just the most surprising attack I’ve ever had. My kids live out by the sea.” 
 
    I let him stare into the fire for a few minutes as he collected his thoughts, and he took a few deep breaths. 
 
    The quests were becoming more frequent and more dangerous, but I knew it was nothing we couldn’t handle as a team. Still, I wanted to calm him down a bit and tell him what we’d found the day before.  
 
    “I went out with Celeste,” I said. “To the land of magic. We found a golden temple that opened for me. Apparently it was built long ago, and they still worship outside it in the hopes that I would come back.” 
 
    “You have a temple?” Tobias asked, and his old smile began to spread over his face. “A golden one? Holy shit, that’s awesome.” 
 
    “It really is,” I chuckled. “The witches and wizards there have started to convert to my following, too. We met a group at the temple, and they witnessed it opening for me after being locked for decades. Not to mention, I blew up a mine that was needed for a torture device.” 
 
    “That will do it,” Tobias snorted. “If you have followers over on that land, that changes everything. Our attack strategy can be so much stronger!” 
 
    “Exactly.” I grinned. “So now we have a group of spies out east. Not to mention the fact that I know where the Oracle is.” 
 
    “You do?” Tobias gasped and nearly leapt out of his seat.  
 
    “Kind of,” I clarified. “The magic folk have it hidden by the strongest of their kind. It’s somewhere in those lands, but they say it’s too well guarded for even a god to find. At some point, we will be told precisely where it is. That’s what their legends say, so I’m thinking the interface will prompt us.” 
 
    “Then what?” Tobias asked. “We race?” 
 
    “Possibly,” I said. “Which means that for now, no other god is going to find it.” 
 
    “That takes a weight off my shoulders,” Tobias sighed and visibly relaxed a few degrees. “It did add a hell of a lot to the stress when I thought I was going to vanish from existence at any point.” 
 
    “Not on my watch,” I said. “But I did get a new reward. Curse mirroring?” 
 
    “I’ve never heard of that.” Tobias frowned. “Do you think it’s a weapon you can use against sorcerers?” 
 
    “I’d reckon so,” I said. “Maybe it means I can copy their curses? Whatever they throw at me, I can use it against them?” 
 
    “That could be it!” Tobias said excitedly. “Shit, that would be awesome! Imagine how pissed the god will be when he realizes you can just throw all these spells back at his fighters.” 
 
    “That would be sweet,” I snorted. “Playing with magic does sound like fun.” 
 
    More dragon folk started to rise for the day, and the sun was warm on my face as it rose up in the blue sky. Tobias seemed to have cheered up as he shook some of the dirt from his hair, and he held his hands out to the fire. 
 
    “I’m going to need as many flying soldiers as I can get,” I said. “For the journey over the sea, we’ll need hundreds of them. There are loads of new converts from my scouts, and I think I’m going to start pulling them in to prepare.” 
 
    “Good idea.” Tobias nodded. “You know I’ve got winged soldiers, too. But you’ll need to be really fucking careful crossing that water. If those gods are allied, then the sea monsters won’t let an army cross overhead without a fight.” 
 
    “I know,” I said. “I wish the holy shield could cover everyone. Apparently I have a colony of night gargoyles now, whatever those are.” 
 
    “Those things are deadly,” Tobias chuckled. “They’re brutal fighters, and they’re fucking nearly indestructible, too!” 
 
    “Perfect,” I said. “Maybe I’ll take a trip into the dark lands to prepare them.” 
 
    “Shit,” Tobias hissed, and his face paled as his eyes glazed over. 
 
    I knew he was looking at something on his interface, and it clearly wasn’t good news.  
 
    “What’s wrong?” I asked. “Another quest?” 
 
    “Yup,” Tobias said as we got to our feet. “It just says to stop the flood.” 
 
    “Fuck,” I growled. “I’ll go with you. That must be out toward the sea.” 
 
    “No.” Tobias shook his head. “Stay here with your people. I’ve got this, okay?” 
 
    “If you’re sure,” I said. “But call for me, and I’ll be there.” 
 
    “I will,” Tobias said. “I’ve gotta go.” 
 
    He vanished into thin air as he left to help his people, and I felt uneasy just letting him go to deal with it alone. I had to remind myself that Tobias had been killing gods since before I woke up, and he knew how to defend his people. But the threats were becoming more frequent and more deadly as we got closer to the end, and I had no idea what these remaining gods were capable of.  
 
    “Jack!” Penelope called, and I looked over to see the women had emerged from their hut.  
 
    They strode over to me as the sun lit up their faces, and I grinned as I opened my arms to embrace them all. 
 
    “Good morning,” I said as the priestesses jumped into a huge hug. “Did my ladies enjoy their breakfast in bed?” 
 
    “It was so sweet,” Aleia said. “The dragon folk are lovely!” 
 
    “They make me proud.” Nieva smiled. “What is the plan for today?” 
 
    “It’s less stormy,” Celeste said. “That’s a relief.” 
 
    “Well,” I said. “Maybe we can play around with these powers of yours, and we can have a go at combining them all.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nicola hissed. “I’m so excited to see what we can all do!” 
 
    “I am dying to try it out,” Celeste said. “This is going to be so much fun!” 
 
    Aleia gave a determined nod, and I was pleased to see her keep her chin up as we discussed power sharing. The fairy’s confidence had improved since visiting her family, and I decided we should focus on trying to develop her powers while the others practiced sharing theirs.  
 
    “Look,” Nieva said. “The gnomes are here!” 
 
    I glanced over to the far side of the valley and saw a group of the short creatures head in from the forest. They had two horses pulling along a large cart that was covered over with a black cloth. 
 
    “I wonder what they’ve brought us,” I said. “Let’s go and find out.” 
 
    We walked over to meet them, and the gnomes waved happily as they reached the center of the valley. Dragon folk gathered around to watch, and one of the gnome men stepped forward to bow to me. He had a bushy brown beard that fell down past his chest, and his round face was flushed pink as he wiped his brow. 
 
    “My lord,” he said. “My name is Morris, and I have been sent over to show you our newest creations that the gnome people have been working hard on!” 
 
    The gnomes were natural weapon makers, and I was suddenly very excited to see what was hidden underneath that cloth. They had built some of our deadliest assets, and their catapults had been hugely useful during our latest fights. We even had massive poles that used sunlight to burn enemies, and I was always amazed with how their brains worked. 
 
    “Oooh!” Celeste said. “What have you brought us?” 
 
    “Let us show you,” Morris said. “We wanted to work on our individual weapons since we have made such progress with our long distance ones. Here are some items that are handheld.” 
 
    Three of the gnomes pulled down a little ladder from the cart, and they climbed up to unpack their goods. 
 
    The first thing they pulled out was a beautiful sword, but it didn’t look very different from the ones we already had.  
 
    “Here,” one of the gnomes said as he held it out to Celeste. “Give this a whirl!” 
 
    “It’s very nicely made,” Celeste said as she took the weapon. “But I do already have a sword that I use.” 
 
    The harpy expertly swung the blade away from the group, and everyone gasped as two more blades fell out from the sword like a fan. They were thinner than the central one, and they moved in fluid motions like snakes. Whenever Celeste twirled the sword, the extra blades would dance around elegantly like they were alive. 
 
    “Our three-blader!” Morris said proudly. “The two extra blades provide ultimate reach during battle. If you find yourself surrounded by enemies, then this will give you a better chance!” 
 
    “Awesome,” I said. “Very nicely made.” 
 
    Celeste passed the sword to Nicola, and they began to hand it around the group so everyone could examine it. 
 
    “Next,” Morris said. “Is one that you must be careful with!” 
 
    The gnomes pulled out a quiver that had a tube of green liquid attached to it. The glass bottle had a very small opening at the top that was covered over with a black cork. 
 
    “This can be used with any arrows or bolts,” Morris said. “The attachment is what makes it special. We delved down into the ground when we spotted a clump of curse weed near the fortress.” 
 
    “Ooooh, curse weed!” Penelope said with an excited clap. “The roots are full of poisonous liquid!” 
 
    “Exactly,” Morris said as he tapped the glass bottle. “We had to work carefully to squeeze it out, but it will add a deadly edge to your arrows. Even if the shot itself isn’t lethal, the enemy will die if this stuff touches their skin.” 
 
    “Nice,” I said. “So we can lace our arrows with this stuff?” 
 
    “Just a drop is needed for each one,” Morris said. “We’ve managed to get enough for twenty vials, so we’ll give it out to the best shooters when the time comes.” 
 
    The gnomes carefully slipped the green container back into the cart as they reached in for something else. 
 
    “The last item,” Morris said. “This is a burrower.” 
 
    The gnomes pulled out a leather pouch and handed it to Morris. He reached inside and carefully took something out. Then he held up a spike-covered sphere the size of a tennis ball, and he threw it down onto the ground. 
 
    The weapon raced along the ground until it hit a far off tree, and the spikes suddenly shot out in every direction. They flew a good few feet and pierced the branches of the nearby trees. It was like a small, spike-filled bomb. 
 
    I had never seen anything that operated like it, but it reminded me of a remote-controlled toy by the way it shot forward on its own.  
 
    “How does that work?” I asked. 
 
    “It has a clock-like device inside,” he said. “It’s activated by shaking it up, and the spikes will shoot out after one minute, or if they hit against something solid first.” 
 
    “That’s great.” Nicola grinned. “So we can throw these things into battle and just wait for them to fuck up our enemies.” 
 
    “Exactly,” Morris said. “We have hundreds of these! Once we figured out how to build them, it turned out to be a very quick process. If you would all like a closer look, we can hand them out.” 
 
    “Sounds good,” I said. “Let’s get familiar with our new weapons!” 
 
    The dragon folk helped the gnomes unpack the goods, and everyone broke off into groups to study the three new inventions. I was proud that the gnomes had been working away on this without being asked, and everyone was excited to study their latest creations. 
 
    Aleia gripped one of the burrowers as the gnome instructed her how to throw it, and she raised her arm up high before she flung it onto the grass. The fairy’s strength propelled the little weapon right into the grass, and it cut along the ground like a mole until it exploded a few feet away. 
 
    “Nice!” I said. “We just need to make sure we throw these into enemy-only crowds. Not anywhere near our own fighters.” 
 
    “Jack!” Celeste called as she strode over to me. 
 
    “Yes, my love?” I grinned at the eager glint in her eyes. 
 
    “I’ve been thinking,” the harpy replied. “I want to try and perfect my battle bird skills.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” I asked. “In what way?” 
 
    “As you know, I can’t control when I switch forms,” she sighed. “Changing forms in the heat of the fight is incredibly useful, but I want to be able to switch at will. To be absolutely prepared no matter what.” 
 
    I considered this for a moment, and I knew it would be handy to have Celeste be able to shoot her fire on command. But that would require her to be a battle bird on command, too.  
 
    “Good idea,” I agreed. “That would be amazing if you can get control over it, but is it possible for your kind?” 
 
    “I’ve heard of extremely skilled harpies managing it,” she said uneasily. “Usually, they’re the elders of our kind, or those who have been standing watch for several years, but I want to try.” 
 
    I smiled and stroked her ivory cheek as I considered how incredible her stats had become lately. Then I factored in the perks of sleeping with a god, and I decided she probably did stand a decent chance at succeeding here. 
 
    “You can do it,” I told the beautiful harpy. “I believe in you. Don’t give up until you’ve perfected the switch.” 
 
    The harpy nodded determinedly, and she spread her fiery wings before she shot up into the air. 
 
    Then I watched Olwen try out the triple-blade sword, and I could just picture him beheading three enemies at once. 
 
    Everyone took turns with the new creations, and I could feel the excitement in the atmosphere for our next battle. I decided I would let the priestesses play with the new weaponry for an hour or so, and then we could try out their power sharing abilities. Just to be safe, we should probably head out to the central valley where we wouldn’t be in anyone’s way, and where there was plenty of free space to play with. 
 
    I watched Nicola try out the new sword for a few minutes, but then I was startled when a message flashed up on my interface: 
 
    Ally Quest: Stop Tsunami 
 
    My heart raced as I stared at the message. 
 
    What the fuck? I looked around wildly, and I knew after a split second that it must have something to do with the flood Tobias was dealing with.  
 
    He needed my help. 
 
    I switched into god form without a word to anyone, and I arrived at the cliffsides where Tobias’ land ended beside the sea. My phantom blood ran cold as I watched enormous waves crash over the land, and I saw something rising in the distance.  
 
    Far out on the ocean, there was a wave big enough to consume a whole city. It towered up into the stormy sky and moved like it was on a mission. It didn’t matter that the sealies had been moved, that wave was going to carry so deep inland that there would be countless deaths. 
 
     I had to move fast. There was no time to waste. 
 
    “Tobias!” I yelled. “Get your people out of here! I’ll be back with help!” 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias called. “Hurry! I’m evacuating everyone now!” 
 
    I heard the god call out to his people as he urged them to move, and a plan flashed into my mind as I switched back to the Dragon Valley. Everyone had stopped using the weapons as they glanced around, and the priestesses looked worried as they huddled together. 
 
    “Nieva,” I said, and everyone gasped. “There is no time to explain. We need to get the ice dragons out to the edge of Tobias’ land right now.” 
 
    Nieva didn’t say anything as she shot into the air, and the Dragon Queen flew in a blur of silvery-blue as she raced toward the central valley. 
 
    I was grateful for her immediate trust and how she jumped into action without question.  
 
    “Jack!” she called. “What’s going on?” 
 
    “A huge wave is about to hit the land,” I yelled. “The dragons need to breathe a wall of ice to stop it. Can you explain that to them?” 
 
    “Of course,” she cried, and she whistled loudly as she neared the massive cave where the creatures lived.  
 
    There was a deep rumble as three dragons shot out of the cave, and Nieva grabbed onto one of their necks as she swung her legs over it. 
 
    “They can fly faster than me,” she said. “Go! To the cliffsides out east! Hurry!” 
 
    I was not prepared for the speed the ice dragons were capable of. They suddenly flew off over the hillsides so quickly that they became a blur of icy scales. The dragon queen clung on tightly as the creatures moved like jets through the sky, but I was too focused on the tsunami to celebrate this incredible ability of the dragons. Still, Nieva called out to them during the whole journey and seemed to be egging them on, and not long after, we all arrived at the edge of Tobias’ land. 
 
    The huge wave was almost at the shore, and I figured we only had a couple of minutes before it would crash against the land.  
 
    “We’re here!” I yelled. “Keep your people moving away from the border! Get them out of here!” 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias shouted. “How the fuck are we going to stop that?” 
 
    I didn’t have time to answer him as the enormous wave neared the land. The dark water moved like a deadly predator as the stormy sky swirled above it. 
 
    “Dragons!” I called. “Stop that wave! Build us a wall of ice big enough to shield the land!” 
 
    Nieva shot off her steed’s back as the dragons broke apart from each other. Then each of the huge creatures opened their jaws and shot out a stream of silver ice. They swung their heads around so that the ice started to form a barricade, and they worked together to make sure the wall had no gaps. 
 
    It was incredible to watch, but my phantom heart raced as the tsunami crashed forward. 
 
    “Hurry!” Nieva cried. “You can do this! Use all your power, my loves!” 
 
    The dragons continued to shoot the ice from their mouths as the blockade grew higher, and thunder crashed around us as the wave was just a few feet away from the cliffs.  
 
    “Almost there!” I yelled. “Come on, just a bit higher!” 
 
    The ice wall was almost as tall as the oncoming tsunami now, and the dragons kept spewing jets of ice from their maws until it was a few inches bigger than the watery threat. 
 
    “Get back!” I called as the wave approached. “It’s about to hit!” 
 
    Nieva soared away from the cliffside as the towering structure of ice gleamed. Then the dragons blasted a last addition onto the top of their creation just as the wave collided with the shore. 
 
    There was an almighty crash as the tsunami smacked into the ice wall, and the whole land around us shook. But as the water slammed into the dragon’s barricade, the ice did not break.  
 
    All of the dark water was thrown back toward the sea, and the tsunami returned to the violent water it came from in a tumult of massive waves and sea foam that seemed to ripple off into eternity.  
 
    “Fuck yes!” I yelled as the dragons roared into the air. “Amazing work, dragons! Thank you!” 
 
    Nieva clapped excitedly as we stared at the solid wall of ice, and I was overcome with relief that my plan had worked. So much had just happened in the span of a few minutes, but we had managed to save the cliffside houses from being wiped out. 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias yelled. “Holy shit! That just saved my ass!” 
 
    “I fucking love dragons!” I cried. “Is everyone okay?” 
 
    “My people are safe,” Tobias said. “We just managed to get everyone out of the area, but a few of them did get hit by huge waves that came earlier. That tsunami would have flooded half of my land in this area if it had come on land.” 
 
    “But it didn’t,” I said. “We made it just in time.” 
 
    Then I heard distant screams from Tobias’ land, and I knew he was bound to have a lot of panicked people. This was a clear attack from the God of Water, and that meant we had to get our asses in gear to plan our next moves.  
 
    “Jack!” Nieva yelled. “There’s more!” 
 
    “Shit,” I growled. 
 
    I looked out to sea and spotted another massive wave building in the dark waters. It looked like the God of Water wasn’t happy that his plan had failed, and I could see a small crack had appeared in the wall of ice during the first attack. The barricade had just fought off a tsunami, after all, but it looked like it was going to need some structural reinforcement before another attack came. 
 
    “Dragons!” I called. “Reinforce the barricade! Add another layer behind it!” 
 
    The huge creatures got to work right away, and they flew back and forth as they created a second wall right behind the first. They spewed ice from side to side as another layer of protection was built up from the ground until the second wave hit the barricade, but it wasn’t even half the size of the tsunami.  
 
    Another roll of water shot up from the ocean, but it was clear that the wall of ice was not going to crumble. 
 
    Not when I had such badass ice dragons on my side. 
 
    I sighed with relief as the violent waters were blocked by the dragons’ creation, and the sea began to calm down as the attacks subsided. 
 
    “Amazing!” I called. “Thank you so much for your hard work!” 
 
    The dragons flicked their tails as they flew high over the cliffsides, and the storm above the ocean seemed to worsen as more and more blue lightning struck.  
 
    “Jack,” Tobias said as the waves died down. “Fuck. Thank you, man. That all happened so fast. I didn’t have time to get you when I had to save my people.” 
 
    “It’s all good,” I said. “We got here in time, and you protected your followers.” 
 
    “Do you think that was a call to war?” Tobias asked grimly.  
 
    “I think it was a threat,” I said. “To show what he was capable of and to try and rattle us. That fucker messed with the wrong gods if he thinks he can scare us.” 
 
    The dragons kept their icy eyes facing the sea as they watched the surface, and they stared down at the huge shapes that moved in the deep. 
 
    Then one of the sea monsters suddenly roared, and it was a haunting sound that seemed to fill the whole sky with noise. It was louder than the thunder, and Nieva shuddered as the call carried out on the wind.  
 
    “What the fuck?” Tobias muttered. “Jack, we cannot underestimate whatever is down there.” 
 
    “This is going to be our hardest battle yet,” I agreed. “If these two fuckers attack at the same time, then we need to be more than ready.” 
 
    “I think they will,” Tobias said. “The sorcerers attacked last night, and the tsunami today? That makes me think they’re letting us know they’re on the same team.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said grimly. “But we’re a stronger, deadlier team than they could ever hope to become.” 
 
    “Jack,” Nieva said. “The dragons are wary of whatever is down in that ocean. I’ve never seen them nervous before, but look at their body language.” 
 
    The huge creatures’ tails flicked from side to side quickly, and their eyes darted around as if they were trying to take in every one of the moving shapes. I knew how powerful the dragons were, and it was a terrifying sign if they were afraid.  
 
    “How much do you know about sea monsters?” I asked. 
 
    “Not as much as I want to,” Tobias said. “But we should speak with folk who might know more. Maybe Penelope can help? She’s a water being.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I said. “Or I could visit the merpeople. They travel around through their underwater tunnels, so they might have had a run-in with one of these things before.” 
 
    Something else roared under the watery surface, and the dragons backed up so they were further inland. Nieva cooed as she stroked their snouts in turn, and the haunting cries of the sea just got louder as more creatures joined in. I reckoned it was another intimidation tactic, and I had to admit that the noise was eerie as all hell.  
 
    I was quickly distracted when a message suddenly flashed up on my interface, and I scanned the sea for any more sneaky waves before I looked properly at the words: 
 
    Ally Quest Complete! 
 
    Ability to speak with allied god’s followers obtained! 
 
    “Fuck yes,” I breathed. 
 
    This was huge. I could already talk with Tobias’ people when I was in my physical body, but during our last battle I couldn’t give them orders when I was in my god form. Now, I would be able to command both of our armies at the same time. 
 
    It truly was a hell of a reward for an allied quest. 
 
    It was going to make attacking so much smoother, and a strange sense of calm washed over me as more monsters cried out into the stormy sky. 
 
    I had a shitload of new rewards that were going to help me in battle, and I couldn’t wait to put them into practice. My follower count was climbing with every passing second, and I had spies who worshiped me out in the magic lands. We would work out how to best combine the priestesses’ powers, too, and I could create ultimate weapons with endless possibilities. 
 
    Thunder echoed out over the choppy waters as the dragons hovered in the air. 
 
    We were closer than ever to the end of these godly battles, and I only had four of them left to kill. It seemed like such a small number, but I knew that these final fights would be the bloodiest yet. And all I could do was make sure my people had everything they needed to survive. 
 
    But I would be right there with them, fighting in both my godly and physical forms when the time came. 
 
    A huge fork of lightning struck down onto the middle of the ocean, and the whole sea erupted into an explosion of monstrous roars. The sound only fueled my adrenaline. 
 
    I was itching to start preparing my soldiers for battle. I had enough of them to call on for help, and I would be able to amass an army unlike any I had ever seen before. 
 
    I could sense that a full-on war was approaching, but I had every tool I needed to win. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 10 
 
    We waited by the water to make sure no more attacks were coming our way.  
 
    I studied the monster-filled ocean, but the waves that hit the cliffside didn’t crash high enough to spill over onto the land. 
 
    “Do you think it’s over?” Nieva asked as she stared out at the sea. “I can stay here with my dragons for as long as needed.” 
 
    “I think the ice wall has held them off for now,” I said. “But it won’t be long until they launch some other kind of attack.” 
 
    I studied my map to find both the nearby gods were at the same spot inside the magic lands. They were far enough inland that I wasn’t worried about another immediate strike, but it did confirm that they were probably allied. 
 
    The thought of sorcerers and sea monsters teaming up was unpleasant, and I knew I should check back in with my new witch recruits soon. If they could give any hints of their god’s plan, then we would be able to work around it.  
 
    “The dragons should stay here,” I decided. “If they are willing. The ice walls are incredible, but I have a feeling they’ll need to be reinforced every so often. I won’t let these fuckers sneak up on us.” 
 
    “Of course.” Nieva nodded. “They are your loyal fighters, Jack. I’ll let them know the plan.” 
 
    She flew up to the huge beasts and whispered in their ears one by one. The dragons eyed the water suspiciously, but they lowered themselves down to the ground behind the ice wall to stand guard. 
 
    “I appreciate what you are doing,” I called to them. “The water holds many deadly creatures, but you are saving lives with your skills and bravery.” 
 
    The dragons raised their scaly heads and snorted into the sky in response. Their massive wings rustled in the stormy wind, and they gave a low bow to show their respect. I still hadn’t gotten used to these ancient creatures bowing to me, but every time they did it reminded me of who the fuck I was.  
 
    “Nieva,” I said. “I want you to head back to the valley and tell the others what happened. We’re getting close to our next battle, and I want everyone in the area alerted.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nieva said. “The Hodges can spread the word. Will you be calling your scouts back to begin battle plans?” 
 
    “I will soon,” I said. “We’re going to need as many winged fighters as possible, and we need to transport some soldiers who can’t fly.” 
 
    “The dragons can help with that,” Nieva said. “I’m sure lots of the winged beings will be able to help carry others.” 
 
    “Tell everyone to practice with the new weapons,” I said. “Make sure everyone is brushing up on their skills.” 
 
    “I will.” Nieva nodded. “Is there anything else you need me to do?” 
 
    Her purple curls danced in the wind, and I could see the glint of determination in her snowstorm eyes. She really was a warrior queen who didn’t fear the idea of an impending war.  
 
    “You’ve been amazing,” I said gently. “Can you take one of the dragons back with you? I don’t want you to travel that distance alone while these two fuckers are planning their attacks.” 
 
    “I will,” Nieva said. “It will be faster that way, and she can just return once she’s finished. I’ll make sure everyone understands how close the fight is.” 
 
    “Let the other priestesses know I’ll be back soon,” I said. “Take care of each other until I return. I know you always will.” 
 
    Nieva dove down onto one of the icy giants, and she wrapped her arms around its neck as she whispered to it. The creature’s wings unfolded and caused a sudden gust of wind as it readied itself for the journey. 
 
    “Be safe,” I said, and the dragon shot into the air. 
 
    It roared to the stormy sky before it flew off in a flurry of blue with its queen riding on its back. The dragon vanished into the distant horizon and was barely visible against the blue of the sky. 
 
    I knew Nieva would comfort the other women who were probably worried after my sudden departure, and I trusted them to help everyone train. The gnomes had certainly arrived just in time with their new weapons. 
 
    Now, I wondered if the burrower bombs would work underwater. Those little spikes could do some real damage to an ocean full of monsters. 
 
    A bolt of lightning crashed down directly into the middle of the sea, and something deep underwater let out an almighty screech. There was a massive splash of water as a thick tail shot up from the surface, and I caught a glimpse of its sharp talons before it vanished again. 
 
    The God of Water had some seriously creepy shit waiting for us, but I knew we were powerful enough to overcome it. 
 
    Whatever the hell was waiting for us.  
 
    “Shit,” Tobias breathed. “Jack, I can’t thank you enough. That was almost a full-blown fucking nightmare.” 
 
    “Don’t sweat it,” I said. “That’s what we do, we save each other’s asses.” 
 
    “How did you know what was happening?” Tobias asked. “Did your interface tell you to come?” 
 
    “I got a quest,” I said. “An allied quest to stop the tsunami. I didn’t know that was possible.” 
 
    “The rules must change when you’re allied at this level,” Tobias mused. “It must mean the system can have two of us working on the same thing. Did you get a reward?” 
 
    “Yeah,” I said. “I can now speak with my allied god’s followers. So I can talk to your people without being in my physical body.” 
 
    “Nice!” Tobias said. “That’s gonna be seriously helpful during battle. Just don’t go stealing them from me!” 
 
    I chuckled, but I kind of wondered if that was the whole point of the reward. It would be easier for me to convert Tobias’ followers now if I wanted to. An opportunity like this would be the ultimate ally test, but I had no interest in taking them from him. 
 
    An uneasy thought crossed my mind as I considered it. 
 
    Could I only be the almighty if every being in the world was my follower? Was Tobias going to be able to keep his people and still be my right-hand man? 
 
    Was the system trying to pit us against each other? 
 
    It was times like this that I wished I could remember more from my previous life. If I knew exactly how I had coded the system, then this would all be a hell of a lot easier. 
 
    “Hey,” Tobias said. “I was kidding about stealing my followers, you know. But I have a feeling that might be a conversation we need to have at some point.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked. “I’m not going to steal your people, Tobias.” 
 
    “That wording sounds bad,” my buddy laughed. “But haven’t you wondered what will happen when it is just us two left? I think my people will need to become yours.” 
 
    “I was just thinking that, but we’ll find the Oracle,” I said. “I know we will, and that means we’ll both be able to rule together. Right?” 
 
    “Yeah…” Tobias said. “But you’ll be the almighty, and I think that means the whole world will be made up of your followers. Otherwise the system would allow multiple gods to be left ruling over their own territories.” 
 
    I felt guilty at the thought of taking over my best friend’s lands and army. He had been working so hard to build his following, and I was just meant to take it away from him?  
 
    Winning the people from other gods had been different. I had earned that territory and those people by defeating their evil rulers. They had been given a better life by becoming my people, but Tobias’ followers already had a great life. Their god was good and powerful, so would they even want to become mine? 
 
    “Jack,” Tobias said. “You’re getting in your own head about this, aren’t you?” 
 
    “I can’t just claim your people,” I said. “You’ve been working with them since before I even woke up!” 
 
    “Listen,” Tobias said. “We’ve said from the beginning that there is only one end to this thing. You become the almighty, and I’m your right-hand man. It doesn’t mean my followers are going to turn against me or anything. I’ll still be their manager, you’ll just be the CEO.” 
 
    “Nice analogy,” I chuckled.  
 
    We were silent for a moment as the purple storm roared on, and my guilt began to ease as I heard my buddy talk so openly on the subject. My new reward felt like a step toward claiming Tobias’ army as my own, but I sure as hell wasn’t going to be sneaky or secretive about it. He was one of the reasons I had gotten this far, and I wasn’t going to do anything to betray him. If he knew that his people would eventually become mine, then that took a massive weight off my shoulders. 
 
    “Every aspect of this system is getting harder,” I said. “The gods, the wars, the fucking emotional shit, too.” 
 
    “Yup,” Tobias sighed. “But for most gods, taking their partner’s followers wouldn’t be a big deal. It’s only difficult because you’re a good guy. It’s not too late to go full supervillain and kill me off.” 
 
    “I’ll get right on that,” I said. “I just need to pick up my cape, and then we can fight.” 
 
    “I always knew it would come down to this,” Tobias said dramatically. “Stabbed in the back by my best friend.” 
 
    “Speaking of which, I keep thinking a message about the Oracle is going to appear,” I said. “What if we are suddenly sent the coordinates during a battle?” 
 
    “Let’s hope that doesn’t happen,” Tobias said grimly. “Otherwise, taking my followers won’t be much of a challenge since I’ll be gone.” 
 
    “That’s not going to happen,” I said. “We only have four more gods to send into the abyss, and you’re not going with them. I need you to help keep me sane.” 
 
    I scanned my map again, and the two nearby gods were still inland on the distant shores of magic. They were clearly going over their plans for their next attack, but I did feel smug to know their exact whereabouts. Even though the quests were getting harder, the rewards had become incredible. 
 
    Then I looked at my devotional map to find a whole new army of red dots over the magic lands. The wonky hillside towns were lit up with my new followers, and it was clear that my mine destruction had worked well. I wondered if the God of Magic and Curses had worked out who it was, and if that was the reason the waves had been sent. Either way, there was no denying that war was coming. 
 
    There was a flurry of blue that shot over the trees nearby, and the returning dragon slowed down as it approached the cliffs. It circled in the air before it landed, and the three icy creatures stared out at the wild ocean like giant scaly sentries.  
 
    “I want to go and check on the people I evacuated,” Tobias said. “You wanna join? I think we need to have a serious talk about what the fuck is going to happen next.” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I said. “Dragons, I’m leaving you to guard the coast. Call me if you need help.” 
 
    The icy beasts grunted and kept their eyes on the choppy waters ahead. 
 
    “Rosie is taking care of everyone at Mossgrove,” Tobias said. “It’s a city far enough inland that the water can’t reach. Everyone along the coast has been evacuated there.” 
 
    I quickly studied the map and found Mossgrove a few miles off the coast. It was slightly bigger than Evelhelm and was surrounded by hills and farmlands. 
 
    “Let’s go,” I said. “See you there.” 
 
    I switched to the city of Mossgrove, and I was impressed by the vast size of it. There was a stone wall that ran around the perimeter that was covered in ivy, and the structures inside were grand and well kept. The larger buildings and wide streets ran through the center, and smaller houses and cottages were dotted further toward the walls. A town square with market stalls and cobblestones sat in the middle, and there was a bustling crowd of beings gathered there. 
 
    Then I saw Tobias appear down amongst them, and I focused hard on the stone ground in the crowd. 
 
    There were a few gasps when I appeared down in the city, and Tobias slapped my back in greeting. 
 
    The creatures around us were wide-eyed as they hurriedly chattered to each other, and there was a panicked atmosphere in the square. I spotted Rosie the nymph handing out blankets to shivering sealies, and a few more pink-haired women were offering people mugs of steaming tea. The air did slightly stink of the sea, and I noticed a few of the sealies nervously chewing on fish heads, but Tobias clearly had caring people in this city who were trying to take care of the influx of cliffside folk. 
 
    “Tobias!” Rosie called as she spotted us. “Jack! Thank goodness!” 
 
    Rosie was a beautiful nymph with lilac skin and striking blue eyes that stood out on her round face. Her blonde hair was tied up in a tight bun on her head, and her wings shimmered with pink and gold as she raced over to us. She was very delicate, like a dancer in build, but her toned arms gave away how incredibly fit she was, and there was no denying my buddy was lucky as hell to have a woman like her around. 
 
    She raced over and planted a kiss on Tobias’ cheek, and I gave her a hug as the crowd continued to gossip. 
 
    “Is everyone safe?” I asked, and the nymph nodded.  
 
    “There were a few injured from the first waves,” she said. “It was mostly older folks who fell and did some damage to their bones. I moved them into the doctor’s ward to rest. We have three trained healers here, and they’re doing all they can.” 
 
    “Good work,” I said. “It looks like people here are doing their best to help.” 
 
    “The city folk are kind,” Rosie said. “There’s plenty of food around from all the farms, too. I’ve gotten some of the young ones to go and prepare baskets with bread and meat to hand out. Nothing calms a crowd down like good food in their bellies.” 
 
    “You’ve done amazingly well,” Tobias said. “Where are the girls?” 
 
    “Papa!” 
 
    I spun around to see two small children race out from the crowd toward Tobias. 
 
    They were round-faced little nymphs, and they both had purple wings that shimmered on their backs. Both of them wore red dresses with adorable bows and puffy sleeves. The kids were almost identical, but one of them had pink hair neatly braided into two plaits, and one had a wild mop of red hair that fell over her shoulders. It was adorable to see both parents’ genes so strongly in the kids, and it gave me a rush of excitement to meet my own little ones one day. 
 
    “Girls!” Tobias cried as the twins jumped into his arms. “What are you doing here? You should be at home!” 
 
    “We wanted to help Mama,” the redhead said. “We’re big now, Papa!” 
 
    “Strong enough to help,” the pink-haired one said. “We are brave like Mama is!” 
 
    “They would not take no for an answer,” Rosie sighed. “So I decided they could help out as long as they stayed with me.” 
 
    Tobias put his girls down, and they looked up at me with huge grins. They were both missing a front tooth and had mischievous sparkles in their blue eyes. 
 
    “Hi,” I said. “I’m Jack, and you must be my good friend’s children.” 
 
    “I’m Violet,” the pink-haired girl said, and she stuck her hand out solemnly. 
 
    “Nice to meet you,” I chuckled as I shook her tiny palm. 
 
    “I’m Fern,” the redhead said, and she fluttered up to study my face. “You’re Papa’s god friend!” 
 
    “You freed Evelhelm,” Violet said. “Is it true you have dragons?” 
 
    “I do.” I grinned. “Have you been taking care of these people?” 
 
    “We helped hand out blankets,” Violet said. “Because they were cold from the storm.” 
 
    “They smell like fish,” Fern said loudly, and her sister smacked her. 
 
    “That’s very rude,” Violet hissed. 
 
    “It’s true,” Fern argued. “I saw an old man with seaweed in his ear!” 
 
    “She has no manners,” Violet huffed. “Jack, maybe one day I could meet the dragons? I read all about them, and I know how to approach them without being scared.” 
 
    “I’m sure I can arrange that,” I said. “In fact, I know the Dragon Queen herself, and she would love to introduce you.” 
 
    The twins exchanged excited giggles, and I knew my priestesses would absolutely swoon over how cute they were. Then a sealie waddled past us, and Fern covered her nose as Violet rolled her eyes. 
 
    “Come on, girls,” Rosie sighed. “Let’s make sure everyone has a place to sleep tonight.” 
 
    “We should speak with the mayor,” Violet said. “He will know which houses have space!” 
 
    “Why don’t they just sleep in the fields?” Fern asked. “There’s space there!” 
 
    “Because that would be cold,” Violet said. “Be sensible!” 
 
    Fern stuck her tongue out and mimicked her twin sister’s voice, and Rosie ushered the girls back into the crowd. 
 
    “Amazing kids.” I grinned. “Very cute.” 
 
    “They are so excited to help with things now,” Tobias said. “They’re growing up way too fast! Well, Violet is, anyway.” 
 
    “I still can’t believe you have children,” I chuckled. “But they clearly adore you.” 
 
    “I would do anything for them,” Tobias said. “You have no idea what this feeling is like, but you will soon. It will also age you about a billion years.” 
 
    “Too late for that,” I snorted.  
 
    We started to walk through the bustling crowd, and I could tell who the city residents were by their calming tones. Elves and humans offered their homes to the drenched cliffside folks, and it looked like everyone was starting to calm down.  
 
    “I’m going to check on the injured,” Tobias said. “I hate that people got hurt on my watch.” 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” I said. “But I know a visit from their god will cheer them up anyway.” 
 
    Tobias smiled at me before he hurried off to a two-story building with wide stone steps, and I carried on through the town square alone. I found a group of young men who were practicing sword fighting near one of the closed-up market stalls, and the shortest one gasped when he spotted me. 
 
    “You’re Jack,” he said. “The warrior god!” 
 
    “He defeated the dark one,” another boy hissed.  
 
    “Nice to meet you.” I smiled. “Good to see you’re practicing your fighting. We might need your skills in the near future.” 
 
    “We can join an army,” the short boy said. “Especially if it’s under your orders!” 
 
    “That’s what we’re practicing for,” another said. “The day we join the mighty Jack and his warriors!” 
 
    “You would be willing to take commands from me?” I asked, and the young men nodded eagerly. 
 
    “Tobias has told us all about you,” a gangly one said. “We would follow you anywhere!” 
 
    “We all would,” the short boy added. “Is it true that you have giants?” 
 
    “It is,” I said. “Cyclopes, dragons, fairies, merfolk, orcs…” 
 
    “Orcs…” The short boy’s eyes widened. “But they’re so tough! I didn’t think they would have a god.” 
 
    “That’s why Jack is so powerful,” another boy whispered. “Even the meanest creatures are on his side.” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” I chuckled. “But make sure you keep those backs straight when you fight, and you have to mean every stab you take. Always watch each other’s backs.” 
 
    “Yes, sir,” the boys echoed, and they promptly stood as tall as possible. 
 
    I smiled as they started up their sword fighting again, and I wandered through the square as it quieted down. Rosie had arranged for everyone to be taken into the local homes, and the crowd became less chaotic and cramped. Fern and Violet had been given apples to snack on, and they were finally quiet as they sat on the cobblestones to eat. I received multiple bows and waves as I passed through the square, and it was clear that my buddy had spoken highly of me around his followers. 
 
     It started to dawn on me that it might not be so difficult to convert these people, and Tobias’ territory could be the easiest to win yet. My buddy had such a vast portion of the world’s land that I would be fucking unstoppable if I claimed it as my own. 
 
    I watched Tobias stroll back out from the doctor’s building, and he waved cheerily when he spotted me. 
 
    “How is everyone?” I called as he raced down to join me again. 
 
    “They’ll be okay,” he sighed. “One old guy has a badly broken leg, but the rest are all sprains. The healers have worked quickly.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” I said. “A few minor injuries is a fucking accomplishment after a flood.” 
 
    “I just had to get everyone out,” Tobias said. “I’m so grateful you came in to stop the attack, man. These people owe you their lives.”  
 
    “Everyone here is so eager to help,” I said. “You’ve created an amazing community.” 
 
    “You think you could handle ruling them?” Tobias grinned. “I just know they would merge with your followers perfectly.” 
 
    “You’re really okay with that thought?” I asked as I eyed him seriously. “All joking aside… I know we’re a team, but this is a huge deal.” 
 
    “How many times do I have to tell you?” Tobias asked with a laugh. “Even before I found you, I knew I was collecting them for you. They’ve all heard the stories of what you’ve done for your people, and it’s not like I’m going anywhere.” 
 
    “How did I get this lucky?” I grinned. “These other gods don’t have shit on our alliance.” 
 
    “Speaking of other gods,” Tobias said. “It seems like the time for planning is here. We need to work out how the fuck we’re going to get our armies over the water to fight.” 
 
    I glanced at the distant storm, and the sound of thunder was still audible from inside the city walls. Crossing the ocean was going to be deadly, but I had a feeling my new recruits might be able to help with that. 
 
    “The witches and wizards,” I said slowly. “Surely they could have a spell to help guard our fighters long enough to cross the sea?” 
 
    “Some kind of protection charm,” Tobias said. “Or even a shielding spell.” 
 
    “Is that possible?” I asked. “I haven’t had much experience with magic folks.” 
 
    “For a short amount of time.” Tobias nodded. “They might be able to do it long enough for the army to get over the sea.” 
 
    “Now we just need to build that army,” I said. “We need as many winged beings as possible, and we need to organize them somewhere nearby for when war strikes. Is there anywhere in your realm that we can use as a base?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tobias said. “This land is fucking huge. I have a spot that might work nearby, let’s go.” 
 
    We strode down the cobbled streets as people opened their doors to the evacuated beings, and the city became quieter as we headed out of the stone gateway. Tobias led us around to a stretch of low hills, and he gestured to the widest one that sat in the middle. 
 
    “That has a huge cave system inside,” he said. “Big enough for dragons, even. It might be a good place to start gathering our winged fighters.” 
 
    “It would keep them hidden.” I nodded. “And it’s only a few miles from the shore, they could be there in minutes.” 
 
    “Exactly,” he said. “How many non-fliers do you want to bring over?” 
 
    “It can’t be too many,” I said. “But we have so many incredible fighters that could help. The gnomes are badass, and their size makes them easy to transport.” 
 
    “They rode on the dragons before,” Tobias said. “So we know that works.” 
 
    “My priestesses, too,” I said. “Nicola and Penelope will need a ride, but that’s easily done. I wonder if there’s any way we could get the orcs across. They’re some of my strongest soldiers, and they fight like they’ve got nothing to lose.” 
 
    “The gnomes are basically engineers,” Tobias said. “What are the chances of them inventing the plane in a few days’ time?” 
 
    “That might be pushing it,” I snorted. “But maybe they could create some kind of carriage that’s supported by flying beings?” 
 
    “Don’t forget your army of fairies,” Tobias said. “I’m sure they could carry a hell of a lot.” 
 
    “They are awesome,” I said. “But I’m not convinced the orcs would be pleased about being carried over the ocean by a group of fairies.” 
 
    “It’s a shame the Redwoods can’t come,” Tobias said. “Those trees are fucking brutal, and you have thousands of them!” 
 
    It was true that the Redwoods were incredible fighters, and they were some of the wisest creatures I had ever met. They could rip their roots from the ground to use them as deadly weapons, and I had watched them literally squeeze the life out of evil beings before. 
 
    “I bet I can find a use for them,” I said. “They could help guard the coast when the dragons move out. We can station our giants along the cliffsides, too. I want to use every creature I can, even if they can’t cross the water.” 
 
    “They’ve been moving near the borders of my land,” Tobias said. “I can send word to them if you want?” 
 
    “That’s a good plan,” I said. “They’re badass, but they’re also slow as all hell when it comes to travel.” 
 
    “I’ll send a nymph,” Tobias said. “There’s loads of them in the city.” 
 
    “Thanks,” I said. “I think I need a fucking PowerPoint to keep track of all my followers.” 
 
    “Where are the gods now?” Tobias asked, and I checked my map to see they hadn’t budged. 
 
    “Both of them are inland,” I said. “They’re clearly planning something, so we need to make sure we’re ready for them.” 
 
    “Do you think they’re looking for the Oracle?” Tobias asked, and I sensed a hint of worry in his voice. 
 
    “Not right now,” I said. “It wouldn’t make sense for them to be focused on something they don’t even want. They only want to find it to punish me, and that won’t take priority over planning for an actual war.” 
 
    Tobias nodded, and we stared out at the distant purple clouds as tiny tornadoes rushed over the stormy sky. Taking Celeste over alone had been challenging enough, and I knew we would need some real magic to get a whole army over there unnoticed. I decided I would head over to the witches alone after I rallied my winged troops, and they could tell me if any spells or enchantments could help. 
 
    “Jack! Jack!” I suddenly heard one of my followers calling me, and I recognized it as the gruff tones of the dragon-men. There was a group of them still in the dark lands, and I felt a shiver go down my spine at the thought of what could have happened to them. 
 
    “Someone needs me,” I said. “But I think this is the perfect spot for our flying warriors. Can you start to round up your winged fighters?” 
 
    “Of course,” Tobias said. “Go help your people, and I’ll get started with the flying army.” 
 
    I nodded to my friend before I left and vanished into my god form. The voice that was calling me was hushed, and I arrived in less than a second to find a group of dragon-men standing at the bottom of a cliff. Dark clouds rolled overhead, and a gentle wind rustled the nearby trees ominously. The rocks along the cliffside were as black as night, and there was a wide cave entrance halfway up the slope. I couldn’t see any pathway to get up to the archway, so I figured that meant something with wings lived there. 
 
    None of the dragon-men were injured, though, and I scanned around to make sure they were alone. 
 
    “I’m here,” I said. “Is everything okay?” 
 
    “We found something,” one of the men said in a low voice. “But we’re going to need Queen Nieva to help us with it.” 
 
    “We don’t want to startle them,” another growled. “This way.” 
 
    The five men silently shot into the sky, and they gripped their ice blades as they flew single file into the cave entrance. They soared through a wide tunnel, and it seemed to get darker and darker as they got further into the hill. No torches lit the way, and the only sliver of light came from the distant tunnel entrance. 
 
    I had a feeling I knew what was waiting for us inside, but I kept quiet as the dragon-men zigzagged along the stony corridors. Then they slowed down as the tunnel began to slope downward, and they came to an abrupt halt as it ended and opened into a vast cavern. 
 
    The walls were covered in burn marks, and there were several ledges that stuck out of the sides. A huge fire burned right in the middle of the cavern, and it lit up the space so we could see the creatures inside. 
 
     Seven beasts the size of fire trucks laid on the stone ledges, and their reddish-orange scales glowed against the light of the flames. Every inch of their bodies looked like it was on fire as the warm tones shifted with every movement. Their eyes were a blazing gold, and each of the creatures had leathery wings folded on their backs. They had long faces with snouts that had sharp fangs sticking out, and one of the creatures yawned to show off a pointed tongue. Long tails curled around their bodies as puffs of smoke drifted from their nostrils every time they took a breath. 
 
    I felt a phantom chill run through me as we watched the quiet cavern. 
 
    The massive creatures didn’t seem to notice they had visitors, but one of the beasts suddenly opened its mouth as it leaned closer to the fire, and a stream of burning flames shot from its throat. 
 
    Holy shit. 
 
     My thoughts of why Nieva was needed here were confirmed, and I couldn’t wait to tell her what her men had discovered hiding in the dark lands. There was no doubt in my mind that we had just found a colony that would upgrade our army to a whole new level.  
 
    These were fire dragons.

  

 
   
    Chapter 11 
 
    We stared at the creatures for a few minutes before the dragon-men started to quietly depart from the cave. The warm flicker of firelight dimmed as they left the cavern behind them.  
 
    My mind raced with the possibilities a new dragon colony could bring. I pictured them flying alongside our icy giants and felt a phantom shiver. Damn, that would be a powerful group. But it all depended on whether Nieva could talk them into joining up with us. 
 
    The winged men didn’t speak until they were out of the tunnel, and they gathered below the hillside as they checked their surroundings. They flexed their muscles menacingly to any hidden threats as a distant hissing sound carried on the wind. 
 
    “Fire dragons,” I breathed. “Amazing work! What are they like as a species?” 
 
    “They’re dangerous,” one of the men said. “Those flame powers can cause fires that would bring down a whole forest. But I reckon our queen could talk them around. If anyone can, it’d be her.” 
 
    “I agree,” I said. “I’ll go and get her. In the meantime, I want you to start spreading the word to all of our flying creatures in these lands that we’ll need them soon enough. Have you had any problems with the beings here?” 
 
    “Nothing serious,” one of the dragon-men said. “We’re the last group out here. There aren’t many groups left to convert.” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Thanks for letting me know about these creatures, and call for me if you need anything else.” 
 
    The dragon-men nodded, and I quickly switched back to the priestesses who were fighting with the new three-bladed swords. 
 
    Nicola spun around with the weapon in her hand as Aleia dodged and flew around her with her spiked shield. Everyone was hard at work practicing, and there were burrower balls being launched out into the other side of the valley by eager gnomes. I was impressed by how far their reach was as spikes went flying in every direction. 
 
    Meanwhile, Celeste was up in the air. 
 
    And I was shocked to see her suddenly transform into her battle bird form.  
 
    Her gleaming feathers rippled down as her arms changed to wings, and she gave a celebratory screech as she shot balls of flame toward the clouds. She soared over the other women for a moment before she changed back into harpy form, and her beautiful face was etched into a triumphant smile. 
 
    “That’s what I’m talking about,” I chuckled as I materialized on the ground, and the women immediately lowered their blades. 
 
    Then Celeste dove down to my side, and I laughed as she collided with my chest and threw her arms around my neck. 
 
    “I knew you could do it,” I murmured and stroked her fiery-red hair. 
 
    “It feels incredible!” she squealed in my ear. 
 
    “And can you transform entirely at will now?” I asked. 
 
    The harpy jumped back to the ground and sent me an eager smile. 
 
    “Very close to it,” she assured me. “There’s a few seconds of delay from when I start trying, but I’m almost there!” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” I praised her. “You’ll have it perfected in no time, I’m sure.” 
 
    “But Jack, Nieva told us everything!” Aleia cut in. “Is everybody okay?” 
 
    “They’re all safe,” I said. “We got there just in time. Tobias has removed his people from the shore, and they’re being looked after in a walled city.” 
 
    “So the gods are launching their attack?” Celeste asked.  
 
    “I reckon it was more for intimidation,” I said. “They want our people to be scared before the fight even begins.” 
 
    “Well, that’s too bad!” Penelope said sternly. “Because we’re not afraid!” 
 
    “Exactly.” Nicola grinned. “Good luck trying to scare five priestesses like us! Do these gods have any idea how tough we are?” 
 
    “They have no idea,” I snorted. “But we do have a new development with our fighters.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Penelope said. “Did you find a new colony?” 
 
    “Nieva’s men did,” I said. “They called me to check it out, and you’re not going to believe what we found in the dark lands.” 
 
    “Tell us!” Nicola said eagerly. “What is it?” 
 
    “Fire dragons,” I said, and the women gasped. 
 
    “Seriously?” Nieva asked. “But we didn’t see any dragons during our battle with their god.” 
 
    “It’s definitely them,” I said. “Maybe they aren’t the obedient type, but we need to get them on our side. I’m hoping my dragon queen will be able to help with that.” 
 
    “I can try,” Nieva said. “But ice and fire dragons are very different. There are stories that they once used to be great allies, but the gods enjoyed pitting them against each other for entertainment.” 
 
    “Of course, they did,” I sighed. “I saw their fire-breathing skills in action, and it was amazing. There is no doubt that it would make a lethal weapon.” 
 
    “Imagine having two kinds of dragons,” Nicola groaned with a devilish smile. “We would be unstoppable!” 
 
    “Do you think they can have babies?” Penelope pouted. “A little ice-fire hybrid!” 
 
    “I just know Nieva can win them over,” Aleia said and gave a determined little nod. “This is so exciting!” 
 
    There was a scream as one of the burrower balls erupted particularly violently, and the gnomes nearby ducked for cover from their own weapon. 
 
    “We’d better get going,” I said. “I know you didn’t enjoy being in the dark lands before, but I’ll protect you.” 
 
    “I know.” Nieva nodded. “I always feel safe with you, Jack.” 
 
    “We’ll keep practicing,” Celeste said. “I think I’m coming to grips with this new blade and the shifting!” 
 
    “You’re doing great,” I told her and left a firm kiss on her lips. “We’ll be back once we’ve added to our dragon army!” 
 
    Nieva shot into the sky as I vanished into my god form, and she began to fly out west toward the eerie lands that had only recently become mine. It still felt odd to know there was no mysterious god lurking there anymore. The stretch of distant mountains and trees still looked so ominous and foreboding.  
 
    “Have you ever met a fire dragon?” I asked, and Nieva shook her head. 
 
    “They have become very solitary creatures,” she said as she flew over the valley. “I didn’t know if there were even any of them left in the world.” 
 
    “It is strange that they didn’t join in the war,” I said. “Do you think they were loyal to the God of Darkness?” 
 
    “You know that my dragons love you,” Nieva said. “But that is a very rare thing for these creatures. It’s one of the reasons I knew I could trust you. They are such ancient beings who have lived so long without a ruler.” 
 
    “Let’s hope they listen to you,” I muttered. “Do you want me to call on some of your men for backup?” 
 
    “I can do it alone,” Nieva said. “Besides, if they do decide to attack, there is not very much my men could do to stop them.” 
 
    She flew toward the twisting branches of the dark forest, and I felt a phantom shudder as I remembered some of the animals we had seen in there. The dark god had done a terrifyingly good job of recruiting the most depraved and intimidating beings to roam his land. But my scouts had already recruited so many of them now that their old god was dead, and I was strangely excited to meet my soldiers from the creepiest part of my territory. It was like I had finally befriended the gothic kids’ table or something. 
 
    “Do you think there are still darklings around?” Nieva asked as she flew over the edge of the twisted forest. 
 
    “It’s possible,” I said. “But there were so many of them slaughtered in the battle, I think he must have used them all. The elves hated those creatures anyway, I don’t think there was any shred of good inside them.” 
 
    “That’s true,” Nieva said. “The elves are such kindhearted beings. If they hate anyone, then they must deserve it.” 
 
    There was ominous rustling amongst the trees as a gentle wind blew, and a distant screech rang out through the air. I carefully scanned the ground around us to make sure nothing was lurking too close, and I could see the woodland was alive with various creatures. Crab-like animals scuttled along the forest floor as they raced around the shadows, and there was a thick track of slime left by something that had slithered along the ground. 
 
    I guided Nieva to the hillside where the dragons lived, and she flew right into the dark entrance. 
 
    “I’m right here,” I said. “Do you want to wear the shield for now?” 
 
    “It’s okay,” she whispered. “These are my creatures. Even if I haven’t met them yet. They might be harder to speak with, but I have to trust in my abilities.” 
 
    “I know I do,” I assured her. “Go get them.” 
 
    Nieva took a deep breath as she flew down the wide tunnel, and her snowstorm eyes were fixed ahead as the cavern neared. I could hear movement up ahead, and it sounded like the dragons had woken up more since my last visit. 
 
    The dragon queen slowed down as she reached the end of the long tunnel, and she peered out into the large space. 
 
    I was just as amazed with the sight of the creatures as I had been the first time. 
 
    Their scales danced with oranges and reds, and three of them had flown right up to the top ledge of the cavern. The other four lazed around the massive fire, and Nieva’s eyes were wide as she stared out at the creatures.  
 
    “Take your time,” I said gently. 
 
    She flew out into the tavern, and I got ready to jump into action if the creatures made any sudden moves. But I was shocked to see the enormous animals recoil and flinch at the sudden arrival of a stranger. The ones on the ground shot into the air with startled roars, and the whole group tried to make themselves as small as possible as they crammed onto the top ledges. 
 
    “They’re frightened,” Nieva said softly. “Oh, these poor things! What must have been done to them to be so afraid?” 
 
    She very slowly began to rise higher, and she held out a hand toward the terrified dragons. Nieva let out a deep, songlike call that I had heard her use on the ice dragons before, back when she was trapped in Ethan’s cave and had been reunited with her creatures. It seemed to soothe the animals and prove she had a deep, ancient bond with them. The noise bounced off the cavern walls with an enchanting echo, and the ears of the fire dragons perked up at the sound. 
 
    “My name is Nieva,” she called. “I am queen of the ice dragons, and I am here to be your friend.” 
 
    One of the fiery beings stuck its head carefully over the ledge to peek, and I could see its snout tremble as it watched. Little puffs of smoke spilled out of its nostrils as its golden eyes studied the priestess. 
 
    “I am here with Jack,” Nieva continued. “He is a kind god—” 
 
    There was suddenly an explosion of panic in the chamber, and the dragons roared as they began to fly in a frenzied circle. They were as high up as they could possibly go, and it looked like they were scared to go anywhere near Nieva. 
 
    “They don’t like the word god,” I said. “Shit. That evil bastard must have tortured them or something.” 
 
    “We are not here to hurt you,” Nieva called loudly. “I am a friend of all dragon kind.” 
 
    She made a soft roaring sound that came from the back of her throat, and the dragons slowed down as they glanced at her.  
 
    “Keep going,” I said. “You’re doing great.” 
 
    Nieva flew down to the bottom of the cavern, and she knelt in front of the fire so she wasn’t in the dragons’ space. 
 
    “I would love to meet you properly,” she called. “I’ll just sit down here for now if that’s okay with you.” 
 
    The dragons stared down at the priestess, and they exchanged worried glances as they snorted out tiny flames. Nieva softly sang out in her enchanting dragon call as the fire illuminated her face, and she swayed gently as she waited. Then one of the huge beasts carefully began to descend toward her, and it circled overhead tentatively. 
 
    “Hello,” Nieva said gently as she smiled up at the creature. “Well, aren’t you just the most handsome man? I really love this fire you built.” 
 
    The dragon landed beside her, and she remained still as it sniffed loudly. I almost cheered when the creature gently reached out its snout, and Nieva held her hand out to meet it. She slowly stroked the fiery beast’s nose, and it closed its glowing eyes as it made a deep rumbling noise that almost sounded like a purr.  
 
    Then five of the other dragons slowly began to lower themselves down, except one who stayed right up at the top of the cavern. 
 
    “Hello there,” Nieva laughed as they gently landed around her, and I watched in amazement as the fiery beasts began to get closer to the priestess.  
 
    They nudged her with their snouts as she made sure to pet each one of them, but her smile faded as she examined one of their snouts. 
 
    “Oh no,” she said softly. “There’s a burn mark here. How did that happen?” 
 
    I could see a patch of blackened skin along the creature’s nose, and another one of the dragons sadly roared as it came forward to lick the wounded one. Nieva tilted her head as a third dragon grunted and roared, and the priestess’ hands flew to her mouth in shock. 
 
    “He made them fight,” she said as her voice trembled. “The darklings would place bets on them, and their god would force them to burn each other.” 
 
    “That fucker,” I hissed. “No wonder they’re scared of gods.” 
 
    Nieva looked up at the last dragon, and I felt a rush of rage and sadness to see it had wedged itself right into the top ledge again. It reminded me of those sad dogs at the shelter that had come from shitty homes. 
 
    “Come down,” Nieva called. “I promise nobody here will harm you. You have my word.” 
 
    She began to softly hum as the other creatures laid down around her, and the cavern was filled with her deep voice. The terrified dragon stayed still for a few minutes, but it timidly peeked over the ledge to watch the others. It sniffed the air as Nieva sang, and then it very slowly began to crawl off the ledge.  
 
    “Welcome,” Nieva said. “Come down to the fire to warm up!” 
 
    The last dragon circled around the ceiling a few times before it worked up the courage to get lower, and it gradually came down into the light. 
 
    When the flames lit up its body, I could see that it had a massive scar right down its belly. One of its eyes was milky and pale, and its whole being trembled as it landed beside Nieva. 
 
    There was no hiding the pain in the dragon queen’s eyes as she took in all the wounds, but she smiled as she reached out a hand. The injured dragon crept forward until its snout touched Nieva’s palm, and it lowered its huge head onto her lap. 
 
    “You beautiful girl,” the winged priestess whispered. “What a gorgeous lady you are. I’m so sorry that you have been hurt.” 
 
    The cavern was filled with the rumbling sounds of content dragons now, and they watched Nieva curiously as she stroked their injured friend. 
 
    “Thank you all for trusting me,” she said. “I am so sorry for what that monster did to you.” 
 
    The half-blind dragon grunted weakly, and it looked up at Nieva with its one good eye. 
 
    “I would love to introduce you to my friend,” she said. “He is a very kind… man. Would that be okay?” 
 
    The dragons snorted amongst themselves, and Nieva rocked gently as she cradled the injured one’s face. 
 
    “Jack,” she called gently. “My friends here would like to meet you.” 
 
    I didn’t want to scare the creatures again, so I focused on a spot that was a few feet away from the group. My feet touched down onto the stone floor of the cavern, and I felt a pleasant warmth from the huge fire. 
 
    The dragons immediately noticed my presence, and they flinched as their glowing eyes stared at me unblinkingly. 
 
    “Hello,” I said in my calmest tone. “My name is Jack, and it is an honor to meet you all.” 
 
    The colony was silent as I took a step forward, and the injured dragon raised its head warily from Nieva’s lap. 
 
    “I want to help you,” I continued as I edged closer. “There are many different creatures in our army, and we would like to offer you a place with us. You would be protected, valued, and very well cared for.” 
 
    “There are ice dragons in Jack’s family,” Nieva said. “And many more people like me. All beings are respected, and you would join us in the fight against evil.” 
 
    “We hate people like your old master,” I said.  
 
    “Jack is the one who killed him,” Nieva said, and there was an explosion of noise. 
 
    The seven dragons scrambled to their feet as they crowded around me, and I prepared myself for some kind of attack. But the injured one leapt toward me with its tongue hanging out like a dog, and it sniffed me intently before it licked my face. 
 
    A foul-smelling slime covered my whole head, and Nieva giggled as all the dragons began to stomp their feet on the stone ground. I wiped my eyes as I looked around to see all seven creatures swaying as if they were dancing to some silent tune. 
 
    “They are honoring you,” Nieva said as she got to her feet. “Now that they know you are the one who killed their keeper.” 
 
    “Glad I could help,” I chuckled as I wiped globs of drool from my cheek. “So you’ll consider joining my rankings? There will be fighting… but not amongst yourselves. We are fighting evil. Together with scores of other beings who hope for peace and freedom in this world.” 
 
    The injured dragon stomped its feet so excitedly that a rainstorm of debris fell from the upper ledges, but then it quickly spread its wings so Nieva and I were covered. It had become a completely different animal in the span of a few minutes, and it was impossible not to smile as I watched all the creatures celebrate. 
 
    “They adore you,” Nieva said. “They had sensed that their god was gone, but they didn’t fully believe it until now.” 
 
    The air was filled with the smell of smoke as the dragons snorted happily, and they arranged themselves back around the roaring fire. 
 
    I checked my devotional map to see seven red dots inside the cavern. 
 
    Fuck yes. I had a whole new dragon army. 
 
    “You are amazing,” I said as I kissed the top of Nieva’s head. 
 
    “So are you,” she said. “Dragons are always a good judge of character. I can’t wait to introduce them to my other babies!” 
 
    “I can’t believe what the asshole did to them,” I muttered as I nodded to the most injured animal. “That one clearly got fucked up during one of the fights.” 
 
    “Maybe she shouldn’t join in the battle,” Nieva said with a frown. “But the rest of them will be incredible additions to your army. Especially now that they know exactly who and what they’re fighting for.” 
 
    Nieva walked around the circle of dragons and stroked each one gently on the snout. I watched with a proud grin as my winged priestess said her goodbyes to the fiery beasts. 
 
    “We will call for you soon,” I said. “But I’m grateful to have you on our side.” 
 
    I switched back to my god form, and the creatures roared enthusiastically into the air. Nieva shot upward as she blew the colony a kiss, and she began to fly back out through the dark tunnel system. She spun excitedly as she flew, and her sculpted face was glowing with happiness. The icy scales along her cheekbones seemed to be extra sparkly as she shot through the tunnel. 
 
    “Fire dragons,” she breathed. “I cannot believe they’re here! They listened to me!” 
 
    “They’re beautiful,” I said. “I knew you could do it!” 
 
    “With your help.” Nieva smiled. “You always believe in me, Jack.” 
 
    “Because you’re a fucking badass,” I chuckled. “But I have a feeling they aren’t the only creatures hidden in the depths of this land.” 
 
    “How have the scouts been doing?” Nieva asked. “Is everyone here converted now?” 
 
    “Not all of them,” I said. “Your men and the orcs focused on the most threatening species. The mermen have been busy in the waters, too. Apparently they found a whole group of giant squids.” 
 
    “That’s unbelievable,” Nieva murmured as she neared the exit. “Do you think there are things in this land that are too evil to be turned?” 
 
    I considered that for a moment as she flew out into the open, and I remembered the various creatures we had tamed. 
 
    Nicola had talked a three-headed bear into being a loyal pet, and the massive wolves were now a vital part of my army. There were many creatures in this world that had been turned evil because of their gods, but there was no denying that some were naturally drawn to darkness. 
 
    “I think most creatures have the ability to join the right side,” I said. “But then there are some, like the darklings, that seem to be unchangeable.” 
 
    I studied my devotional map, and I was amazed at how many red dots lit up the forest around us. My scouts had done an incredible job of converting creatures, and it was starting to sink in just how much land I now had power over. 
 
    The promise of becoming the almighty seemed to be creeping closer by the second. 
 
    Converting the dragons had charged me with adrenaline, and I was ready to start building my winged army. I could see from my map that the colony of night gargoyles was nearby, too, and I was fascinated to learn what these ominous-looking creatures were like.  
 
    “How would you like to visit some more new followers?” I asked. “Have you ever heard of night gargoyles?” 
 
    “I have,” Nieva said. “But Jack, I don’t know how happy they would be to have visitors. I’ve heard they’re rather vicious.” 
 
    “I’ll give you the shield,” I said. “You don’t even have to come inside, but I want to be on speaking terms with as many of my flying fighters as possible.” 
 
    The dragon queen paused for a moment as she stared out at the twisted trees, and she nodded as a gust of wind blew through her purple hair.  
 
    “Let’s do it,” she said. “I know you’ll protect me, Jack. It’s just that those things have a reputation for being violent, and Celeste was captured by a similar species. I am just the sort of woman gargoyles like that would seek to steal.” 
 
    “I won’t let anything harm you,” I said. “But I can take you home first if you’d prefer?” 
 
    “No.” Nieva shook her head. “If these creatures are going to fight beside my people, then I want to know I can trust them.” 
 
    “Then let’s head out,” I said. “Fly west, and it should be just over the river.” 
 
    Nieva spread her wings as I placed the holy shield around her, and the iridescent colors shone under the darkening sky. There were constant noises coming from the trees below, and the leaves seemed to rustle even when there wasn’t any wind. 
 
    A dark purple river snaked through a gap in the woodland, and on the other side there was a stretch of hills that were covered in emerald grass. Black flowers with sharp thorns sprouted all over the ground, and there were several dim entranceways to get inside the hills. Each arching entrance had claw marks scraped into the edges, and there were small bones littered around at the base of the caves.  
 
    “Don’t be scared,” I said. “They’re my followers now.” 
 
    Nieva nodded determinedly as she flew toward the nearest opening, and the flickering light of torches illuminated the cave inside. It was much narrower than the dragons’ tunnels, and there were distant shrieks and cries coming from deep within the hill.  
 
    The dragon queen began to make her way along the cave as black drops of water dripped from the low ceiling. Bugs and worms crawled all over the walls, and I could tell from Nieva’s wrinkled nose that the place did not smell good. 
 
    All of the distant shrieks got louder and louder until Nieva approached a fork in the tunnel, and she chose the right-hand side, which was more brightly lit. Then it only took a few feet for the hallway to open up into a large stone room. 
 
    And it was filled with night gargoyles. 
 
    The creatures were about eight feet tall with wide shoulders, and their skin was coal black. Folded wings sat on their hunched backs as they shoved handfuls of meat into their snouts, and they sat around thick stone tables piled high with slabs of meat and bloody daggers. The gargoyles ripped into the food with enthusiastic growls, and they drooled down themselves with every bite. 
 
    Despite the ear-piercing noise of chaos in the room, it seemed that the creatures were in good spirits. They snorted with laughter and banged their fists on the tables, and one of them even seemed to be singing in a horrible pitchy screech.  
 
    Nieva stayed back inside her holy shield as she eyed them carefully, but I didn’t sense she would be in any immediate danger. The gargoyles gave off the energy of a drunken crowd at a bar who were just there to have a good time. 
 
    Even though they looked ominous enough to worship the devil himself. 
 
    “Here goes nothing,” I muttered, and I cleared my throat. “Good afternoon! My name is Jack, and I am here to speak with my new followers.” 
 
    The room fell silent instantly, and coal-black gargoyles glanced up with pieces of meat hanging from their jaws. 
 
    “I know my scouts spoke with you,” I said. “So I wanted to welcome you all to our ranks.” 
 
    “The god Jack,” one of the beasts growled. “You are here? Speaking with us?” 
 
    “That’s right,” I said. “I wanted to get to know my newest soldiers.” 
 
    One of the gargoyles got to its feet as it wiped its bloodstained snout. It walked slowly into the middle of the room as it glanced around with pitch-black eyes. 
 
    “Jack,” it said in a gurgling male voice. “I am Azrad, and I am the ruler of the night gargoyles.” 
 
    “Good to meet you,” I said. “How are your people finding being away from the dark god’s rule?” 
 
    “It has been wonderful,” Azrad chuckled, and he had a booming laugh that surprised me. “We have been able to hunt properly, and his ridiculous darklings no longer own the forests.” 
 
    “Good fucking riddance,” I said, and the gargoyles cheered and banged a few fists on the stone tables. “I wanted to check in and make sure you were willing to join our army. We have become bigger and stronger day by day, and we fight together as one. No matter what species you are.” 
 
    “I have heard of your people,” Azrad said. “The gargoyles are gifted fighters, and we want the forest to remain wild and ruled by its creatures. Maybe one day the dragons will rule the skies again.” 
 
    The gargoyles grunted and nodded, and Nieva’s face lit up. 
 
    “Jack,” she hissed. “They appreciate the dragons! I would like to speak with them.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked quietly, and she nodded enthusiastically. 
 
    I removed the holy shield, and Nieva stood before Azrad with her head held high. The gargoyles muttered amongst themselves as they took in the sight of the stunning woman, and I eyed them all to make sure they didn’t attack. 
 
    “This is one of my priestesses,” I said. “The queen of all dragons, and a skilled warrior.” 
 
    “Queen of dragons?” Azrad asked. “You have some of your own?” 
 
    “I do,” Nieva said with a proud nod. “The ice dragons are my precious creatures, and I have just befriended the fire dragons, too.” 
 
    The gargoyles quietly studied her for a moment, and a slow grin spread over Azrad’s dark face. 
 
    “Bring her an ale, then,” he called over his shoulder. “Show the lady some hospitality, you brutes!” 
 
    One of the huge beings hurried over with a full mug of dark liquid, and another carried across a large stone for her to sit on. 
 
    “Thank you,” the winged priestess said with an amused grin. “My name is Nieva.” 
 
    “You must tell us about your dragons,” Azrad urged. “I hear they’re some of the mightiest fighters in the world!” 
 
    “Oh, they are,” she said. “This morning they stopped a giant flood with their powers! But they bow to Jack as their leader, and they have saved my life many times.” 
 
     I couldn’t help chuckling as the terrifying-looking monsters shuffled in closer to hear Nieva talk, and they watched her like kids listening to a bedtime story. The priestess sipped her drink as they asked question after question, and it was clear that a mutual respect was forming. 
 
    But my view was suddenly distorted when a message flashed up on my screen, and all thoughts of gargoyles vanished. 
 
    New God Quest: Destroy God of Magic and Curses  
 
    Reward Upon Quest Completion: Control the Element of Air 
 
    I stared at the message as Nieva’s words drifted into the background, and I reread the reward over and over again. 
 
    Control the element of air? Surely that wasn’t possible? Was that really going to be something I was capable of? 
 
    Just… all the fucking air in the world?  
 
    My rewards had been amazing lately, but that was a different level of godly shit. How the fuck would I control it, and what would that mean for future wars? 
 
    That made me wonder if every element was up for grabs, and if this was going to be the final step to becoming the almighty. It could mean that the other gods had the potential to win other elements from their quests, and I wondered if Tobias had been given something similar.  
 
    Would I eventually be able to control water and fire, too?  
 
    My mind was going a million miles an hour as I tried to process it all, but I knew I had to make my next move. We were going to have to work out how to get over that infested ocean without being attacked by the sea monsters. 
 
    The God of Magic and Curses was going to meet my newly-formed army, and I had a group of spies ready to help me on his own land. 
 
    I had begun to build my flying army just in time 
 
     It was official. 
 
    It was time to start a holy war.

  

 
   
    Chapter 12 
 
    I could barely focus as we said goodbye to the night gargoyles, and Nieva flew out of their lair as they cheered and waved. 
 
    But my mind was fixed on the new reward that just seemed too incredible to be true. 
 
    Controlling air? I had to speak to Tobias about this shit.  
 
    “My lady,” a voice called, and I pulled myself into the present to see Nieva had emerged from the cave. 
 
    The last group of dragon-men scouts hovered over the trees, and they bowed respectfully to their queen. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “How are you doing?” 
 
    “Very well,” one of them said. “We could sense our queen was nearby, so we came to make sure everything was alright.” 
 
    “I just met the gargoyles,” Nieva said. “They’re actually quite lovely!” 
 
    “They really are,” I chuckled. “You did amazing work converting them. Now, I would like a couple of you to accompany Nieva back home so she isn’t flying alone. I’ll give you the holy shield, too.” 
 
    “Where will you go?” Nieva asked as two of her men flew over to join her. 
 
    “I have to speak with Tobias,” I said. “But I want you to continue to practice your combat training when you get back. The war is coming soon.” 
 
    The dragon queen nodded, and I placed the translucent protection around her and her guards. I had no doubt that she could protect herself if she needed to, but I wasn’t chancing anything with these two gods so close by. Tactics were going to get dirty this far into the system, and I wasn’t taking any chances with my women. 
 
    “Go quickly,” I said. “I’ll be back soon to report on our next steps.” 
 
    “We’ll get to work,” Nieva said. “Let’s go!” 
 
    She flew off with her two guardians by her side, and the remaining dragon-men bowed deeply before they soared back into the trees to complete their scouting mission. 
 
    I switched to Tobias’ land and found the ice dragons still waiting calmly by the cliffsides. They looked like grand statues as they laid perfectly still, and their moving eyes were the only thing that gave them away as living beings.  
 
    “I’m here!” I called, and the dragons grunted as they kept their eyes on the violent waves. 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias said. “It looks like war is upon us. I just got a quest to defeat the God of Water.” 
 
    “And I got one for the God of Magic and Curses,” I said. “So it looks like the system has given us one each?” 
 
    “We won’t be fighting alongside each other,” Tobias said. “That’s going to make this battle even harder. It means I’ll have to come down into my body if I need to command any of your people.” 
 
    “Shit,” I said. “That’s true. You haven’t gotten the ability to speak with mine. We’ll try and keep your army to your own folk as much as possible, and the Redwoods will know what to do without command.” 
 
    The dragons raised their heads as something in the ocean slunk close to the surface. A ragged fin the size of a truck poked out of the water, and I spotted a pair of soulless black eyes that stared up from under the waves. The monster quickly dove back down to merge with the others, and the dragons growled deeply. 
 
    “So, we both have quests,” I said. “I seriously need to talk to you about the reward. My interface said I would have control over the element of air if I won. What the fuck does that mean? Surely I couldn’t actually control all of the air… right?” 
 
    “Hell yeah, you would!” Tobias chuckled. “My reward is to control water. Which would be an extremely useful skill if I had it sooner, but that would be too easy.” 
 
    I felt like my mind had been blown all over again, and Tobias chuckled when I stayed silent to process the information.  
 
    “This is the big leagues,” he said. “Don’t you remember any of this from when we designed the system? This is when the final contenders get to experience the rewards that would belong to the almighty. And see if they can handle the power.” 
 
    I tried to recall designing the ability to control an element, but everything from my human life was fairly hazy. 
 
    But I did have a vague memory of encountering the God of Water before. A flash of an image came into my mind, and all I could see clearly was his weapon. It was a golden pole that had three sharp prongs protruding from the top, and every inch of the thick metal shone like a beacon. 
 
    “He has a trident,” I said slowly. “Doesn’t he?” 
 
    “There you go!” Tobias said. “You remembered something! Yeah, he has a seriously powerful god weapon. But that’s to be expected at this stage.” 
 
    It was strange to know I had been up against the same enemy before. Maybe not at this same stage, but now it was my last chance to save the world. I couldn’t lose like I had before. This time, I had to get it right. 
 
    “If we win this battle,” I said. “We won’t be tier-two gods anymore, will we?” 
 
    “We’ll be tier-one,” Tobias said. “We’re so fucking close, Jack.” 
 
    “Tier-one,” I muttered as I stared out at the storm. “I like the sound of that.” 
 
    “I’m worried about this fucker coming up onto my land,” Tobias said. “I have no idea what creatures he has down there, but I know I’ve seen some that have legs.” 
 
    It hadn’t occurred to me that the God of Water would take his fight out of the ocean, but it would make sense to surprise Tobias like that. If those monsters under the waves could come up onto the shore, then we would need a hell of a lot more than an ice wall for protection. 
 
    “You need to make sure the war stays in the sea,” I said. “Otherwise his creatures could crawl up to invade your land while all your strongest soldiers are fighting. But that’s what the Redwoods will be here for.” 
 
    “They’ll be a huge help,” Tobias said. “I’ll make sure they’re lined up right around the coast, but this is going to be a difficult battle to coordinate. My people are going to have to launch attacks from high above the waves. I can have winged fighters in the air, but everyone else will have to stand on shore, and if that storm fucks up my fliers…” 
 
    I had to admit, it didn’t seem like the most solid plan. There weren’t enough water-based fighters for us to send them into the ocean alone, but he couldn’t just have his people hovering so far up that the storm could swallow them up. Not to mention, the rugged weather and increased distance from their targets would seriously hinder their aim. 
 
    The choppy waves continued to crash against the cliffs, and I tried to work out how we could fight an underwater army. 
 
    “What about boats,” I said. “Do you have any of those?” 
 
    “There’s a hidden harbor nearby,” Tobias said. “It was used back when there was more traveling and adventure in the world. That all stopped when the gods got so territorial, I suppose. But those monsters would capsize them in seconds.” 
 
    “Maybe,” I muttered thoughtfully. “Unless they were reinforced especially for this war. Like with some kind of spell?” 
 
    “You think the magic folk could help?” Tobias asked. “Because if we could get our soldiers on boats, then our weapons would do a hell of a lot more damage. Plus it would keep the fighters in the water and out of those fucked up clouds!” 
 
    “The magic folk are eager to help,” I said. “There’s so many of them in my army now, too. I think it’s our best bet to get your people close to the action.” 
 
    I pictured nymphs and elves launching cannonballs off the sides of huge boats, and I knew it would seriously piss off the God of Water to tread on his own territory like that. 
 
    “The ships are going to need some serious work,” Tobias said. “Even before the spells, they need fixing up to be able to get out on water.” 
 
    “I can bring the gnomes,” I said. “They’re the hardest workers I’ve got, and they’re amazing with handiwork stuff.” 
 
    “Let’s get to it!” Tobias said excitedly. “The harbor is a few miles north of here.” 
 
    “I’ll meet you there,” I said. “Dragons, I’ll need one of you to head back to collect some gnomes.” 
 
    One of the icy giants spread its wings as it lifted itself from the ground, and it sped off in a blurred mass of blue and silver. The other two dragons stayed stoically looking out to sea, and I felt a rush of adrenaline to be getting a new plan in motion. 
 
    Then I switched to the Dragon Valley, and I found my people dripping with sweat as they practiced their combat skills. The priestesses had set up an archery station as they shot with bows and arrows, and they aimed at a small stack of wood that had been placed on top of a boulder. Nicola lined up her shot and sent an arrow right into the top strip of wood, and the other women cheered and clapped. 
 
    “Hey,” I said. “This looks like it’s going well!” 
 
    “Jack!” Celeste called. “We wanted to practice with our bows and arrows so we could use the gnomes’ poison during battle!” 
 
    “And we’re as amazing as ever.” Nicola grinned as she flicked her dark hair. 
 
    “I can see that,” I chuckled. “Did Nieva catch you up with everything we found in the dark lands?” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Penelope said “I can’t wait to meet the fire dragons!” 
 
    “I’m going to call them to Tobias’ land soon,” I said. “I reckon it would be good for them to meet their icy counterparts before the war begins.” 
 
    “And the night gargoyles sound nice,” Celeste said. “But I might take a bit of warming up to really trust them.” 
 
    “That’s understandable,” Penelope said as she stroked the harpy’s arm. “You had such a horrible time with the other colony.” 
 
    “I promise these guys are different,” I said. “But we’re starting to make our first moves. I’ll be leading the army to attack the God of Magic and Curses, and Tobias will be battling the God of Water.” 
 
    The priestesses exchanged determined nods, and I looked over at the hills to see the blurry movement of the dragon approaching. 
 
    “Holy shit,” I muttered. “They really are fast.” 
 
    “Is that a dragon?” Nicola asked.  
 
    “We’re taking gnomes out to the water,” I said. “I want them to help fix up some boats for Tobias.” 
 
    Then I glanced at Aleia, and I remembered how well her crafting skills had been when she’d helped build a carriage back at the convent. The fairy was wanting to improve her abilities, too, so I knew she would love being asked to help out. And I was almost certain that confidence was going to be the key to unlocking her alchemy powers. She just needed a bit of an extra nudge in the right direction. 
 
    “Aleia,” I said. “Would you mind coming along to help? I think your crafting skills could really help the gnomes out.” 
 
    “Of course,” the fairy said. “I would love to! The gnomes always have plenty of tools with them in case their weapons need fixing up. I think they have some in the cart!” 
 
    Her face glowed as her wings vibrated happily, and she hurried over to the gnomes to round them up. The small beings looked warily over at the dragon, but they nodded as they started to fill leather bags with tools. 
 
    “Is there anything else we can do?” Penelope asked. “My lord, we are so close to the battle. Just let us know what you need from us.” 
 
    “Go to the gnomes who are still at the fortress,” I said. “Let them know that we’ll need every weapon they have. If they have time to make more, then ask them to. You can’t stress enough how huge this fight is going to be.” 
 
    “Of course,” the naiad said. “We’ll make sure to bring every last dagger they have!” 
 
    “And we’ll keep practicing,” Celeste said. “Not a single arrow is going to miss its target during this fight!” 
 
    The dragon moved closer beside the gnomes, and Aleia ushered them up onto its back. They muttered to themselves as they climbed onto the icy scales with suspicious glances, and I chuckled as I watched the fairy take on the organizer role. I loved how her confidence had blossomed since seeing her family. 
 
    “I’m stupidly proud of you all,” I said to my beautiful priestesses. “The way you get shit done when I’m not here is so helpful. We’ll all be together celebrating soon, okay?” 
 
    “Promise?” Nicola asked with a sly grin. “I already miss seeing your strong body around here.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Celeste sighed. “It’s been sooo long since I got to touch those muscles.” 
 
    “Not for you!” Penelope huffed. “We heard all about your little shield worship session.” 
 
    “That was amazing,” Celeste said dreamily. “But I also love when I get to worship with all of you.” 
 
    “I promise it won’t be long,” I chuckled. “Every one of you will be rewarded with a hundred orgasms.” 
 
    The priestesses giggled as the dragon began to rise into the air, and the gnomes clung on desperately. Little beards and hats danced in the wind as the group huddled together as closely as possible. 
 
    “I’ll be back soon,” I said. “I love you all.” 
 
    “We love you!” Penelope called. “Good luck, Aleia!” 
 
    The fairy waved happily as she flew alongside the gnomes, and the other women started to pack up their weaponry. 
 
    “Head to the cliffs again,” I called to the dragon. “Our destination is just a few miles north of the ice wall.” 
 
    “This is so exciting!” Aleia squealed as they began to move over the hills. “I hope we’re able to fix up the ships!” 
 
    “I have full belief in you all,” I said. “There’s no other team I would send for this important mission.” 
 
    The gnomes were quiet as they clung onto the dragon, and I decided to give them a couple of minutes of getting used to the ride before we changed to super speed. A few of the small beings had a green tint to their faces as they held onto each other for dear life. 
 
    “Morris,” I called to the bearded gnome who was at the front. “We’re going to go a little faster, okay?” 
 
    “Oh,” he mumbled. “Yes… fine… I suppose.” 
 
    “Aleia,” I said. “Take a seat.” 
 
    The fairy placed herself amongst the gnomes, and she grabbed onto the dragon’s neck tightly as everyone braced themselves. 
 
    “Let’s speed this journey up!” I yelled, and the dragon shot off in a frenzy of blue. 
 
    I snorted with laughter as I heard the terrified cries of the gnomes along with the excited shrieks of Aleia. Their yells rang out over the hills, and I switched to the point of Tobias’ land he had asked me to meet him at. 
 
    There was a startlingly blue lake sheltered from the ocean by towering hills that cocooned around it. The water was still, and there was a huge, solid gateway built right down into the depths that separated it from the violent sea outside. Nine boats bobbed on the water, and they were as big as the pirate ships I had seen as a kid in movies. Damp, filthy white sails billowed in the wind beside crow’s nests that had actual birds’ nests inside. It was clear that they hadn’t been kept up well, and I could easily spot a few holes and broken wooden panels along the decks.  
 
    There was a gust of wind, and the distant screams of gnomes grew louder as the dragon raced toward the hidden harbor. One of the riders was just continuously screaming in a high-pitched noise that was almost like a dog whistle. 
 
    “Poor bastards,” Tobias snorted.  
 
    “Hey,” I chuckled. “It’s the only way to get them here quickly, and we clearly have work to do. Those ships look like they need some serious TLC.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah,” Tobias said. “Let’s hope the gnomes can help get these things ready for a war.” 
 
    “I brought Aleia,” I said. “I really think her crafting ability could help.” 
 
    “Any advances on the alchemy thing?” Tobias asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” I replied. “But as long as she’s improving her skills, it’s bound to work out. I believe in her.” 
 
    The dragon slowed down as it reached the harbor, and the huge creature circled around until it lowered itself down to the bottom of one of the hills. Aleia flew off the animal’s back, and a few of the gnomes had their eyes closed as they held their mouths.  
 
    “That was amazing,” the fairy said happily. “What a thrilling ride!” 
 
    “I don’t feel so good,” a gnome mumbled as the dragon lowered itself down. “It’s unnatural to go that fast!” 
 
    “My belly feels wobbly,” another muttered as he half-fell off the huge beast. 
 
    I decided that my followers could use a hand getting off the dragon, and I focused on my physical form. The wind hit my face as I touched down on the bottom of the grassy slope, and Aleia squealed with excitement as I appeared. She flew over to me and kissed my cheek before we started to help the gnomes down. 
 
    They were all pale-faced as I lifted them off the dragon and placed them on solid ground, and Aleia fluttered up and down to help. Then Tobias joined me on the hillside, and we eventually got our small helpers off their steed. A few of them had to bend over to steady their breathing, but the fresh air seemed to perk them up after a few moments.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the dragon. “You can rejoin the others now.” 
 
    The huge creature roared softly before it shot back into the sky, and I had to grab a gnome to stop him from falling over from the sudden wind. 
 
    “Okay,” Tobias said as he rubbed his hands together. “Everyone ready to fix some ships?” 
 
    “We have our tools,” Morris said as he patted his leather satchel. “I’ve seen gnomes fix up everything and anything! Show us the damage!” 
 
    We walked down to the wooden dock that led out into the harbor, and the ramps were down on four of the boats. I glanced over to the still water and was pleased not to see a single sea monster.  
 
    “Let’s see what we’re working with,” I said, and we walked onto the closest vessel. 
 
    There was a stench of seaweed and mold on board, and every step I took was met with an almighty creak. The sad-looking sail flopped around in the breeze as the gnomes muttered to themselves. 
 
    “We can fix it up,” Morris said as he ran a hand along a broken plank of wood. “But I’ve heard talk of what is out on those waters, my lord. I’m not sure our nails and hammers can protect it against what lurks in the deep…” 
 
    “That’s where our newest recruits come in,” I said. “I’m going to speak with the witches and wizards, and I’ll see if they can cast some kind of protection spell over the boats.” 
 
    “Oooh,” Aleia said. “Yes! That would be incredible! Let’s all divide up amongst the ships to get started! I’ll fly on board them all to lower the ramps.” 
 
    The fairy flew off to the next vessel, and she easily lifted up the wooden structure to let others onboard. She seemed thrilled to have a sense of real purpose, and she gestured to the gnomes to start dividing into groups. 
 
    “Where are the two assholes right now?” Tobias asked, and I checked my map. 
 
    Both the nearby gods were inland again, and I wondered if either of them had access to the same information to spy on us. 
 
    “They’re on land,” I said. “They have to be allied, right?” 
 
    “They must be.” Tobias nodded. “But that doesn’t mean they won’t stab each other in the back whenever they can. This war could get really messy, really quick.” 
 
    Aleia fluttered back onto our ship, and the gnomes handed out tools for everyone to use. The fairy sat down beside a loose piece of wood on one of the walls, and she placed a palm on top of it. 
 
    “It’s a shame we only have wood,” she sighed. “Imagine if we had sturdier materials! This ship could be strong enough to stop any monster!” 
 
    Aleia smiled as she started to carefully hammer down the plank, but then she flinched as a burst of golden dust flurried around her fingertips. 
 
    The brown plank of wood began to change. 
 
    We stared in stunned silence as it slowly turned gray right before our eyes. It became a shining rectangle of dark metal amongst the wood that surrounded it. The wood had been completely replaced by a brand-new material.  
 
    “What the fuck?” I breathed. “Aleia, what is this?” 
 
    “Um,” she squealed. “I have absolutely no idea. I was just thinking about how nice it would be to have a strong kind of metal and… this happened.” 
 
    “Fucking hell,” Tobias said as he crouched down to examine it. “This is pixie steel. It’s only found in the deep mines on the other side of my land.” 
 
    “Pixie steel?” Morris asked as he hurried over. “But that’s the stuff that the richest folks used for their boats. Perfect for floating, yet a cannonball would only make a dent in it!” 
 
    “Aleia…” I said as a grin spread over my face. “I think your powers are improving.” 
 
    The fairy slowly placed her palm on another piece of wood, and the same thing began to happen again. The whole ship erupted into cheers as the new metal replaced the old wood, and Aleia leapt into the air with an excited shriek. 
 
    “Jack,” she breathed. “I did it! My powers are finally growing!” 
 
    “This is fucking incredible,” I said as I pulled her into my arms, and she shimmied all over with uncontainable excitement. “Do you have any idea how valuable this is? The things we could do with this power? We can forge new weapons with the gnomes!” 
 
    “And the ships are about to become monsterproof,” Tobias laughed. “Aleia, you just saved the day!” 
 
    “I can’t believe it,” she said as her eyes welled with tears. “All the other priestesses are so talented, and I was so worried I was just never going to advance in any way.” 
 
    “Aleia, you’re a fairy,” Tobias chuckled. “You were born stronger than any other mortal. That’s already pretty fucking incredible.” 
 
    “And now look at you.” I grinned. “Our very own alchemist! I think you have some important work to do here today.” 
 
    The fairy started to dance around, and I was ecstatic to see her so happy and confident. She was finally becoming the strongest version of herself, and her power was better than I could have ever imagined.  
 
    “Fix up all the holes!” Aleia called out. “Then I can come and turn them into pixie steel!” 
 
    The fairy couldn’t stop smiling as she got to work transforming the boat one plank at a time, and I was bursting with pride as I watched her. 
 
    “How do you think that happened?” Tobias asked quietly. 
 
    “Just like I said.” I grinned. “Her confidence was growing, and she focused on her skills.” 
 
    “Amazing,” Tobias said. “You really know your people well, don’t you?” 
 
    “I try,” I chuckled. “Can I leave you in charge here? I want to go across to the witches and wizards and find out if they have anything we can use.” 
 
    “Of course,” Tobias said. “But we won’t need as powerful of a spell now that the ships are going to be made of pixie steel!” 
 
    “I’ll see what they can give us,” I said. “Call if you need anything.” 
 
    “We’ve got this,” Tobias said. “I know you just want to sneak off to see your golden temple again.” 
 
    “You caught me,” I chuckled. “See you soon!” 
 
    I switched to my godly state, and I took a moment to admire Aleia’s work from up high. It was mesmerizing to watch as gold danced from her fingertips onto the wooden planks. Her skill had arrived just in time, and I couldn’t wait to see the finished ships. 
 
    Thunder crashed in all directions as I switched to the magic lands, and I found Hazel inside one of the hillside houses with two other witches.  
 
    They were in the basement gathered around a bubbling cauldron as they watched the orange liquid. Boxes full of animal parts and strange leaves were crammed onto wonky shelves, and there were ancient-looking books piled in every corner. A purple cat slept on the bottom step, and it opened its eyes suspiciously as if it could sense my presence. 
 
    The two other witches were middle-aged, and they were explaining the ingredients to their young apprentice. One of the women had a messy bun of gray hair, and the other had blonde curls that poked out of her round head. 
 
    I checked to make sure they were both my followers, and I was pleased to see deep red dots on my devotional map.  
 
    “Hello,” I said softly, and the witches jumped slightly. 
 
    “Jack!” Hazel said excitedly. “You’re back!” 
 
    “I can’t believe how many new followers I have here,” I said. “You’ve done an amazing job at spreading the word.” 
 
    “Jack,” the gray-haired witch said. “The mighty god! How wonderful it is to hear your voice. You’re the one who destroyed the mine!” 
 
    “A hero,” the blonde said approvingly. “I knew you would be worthy of that grand temple. I’m Bryony, and this is Ethel.” 
 
    The gray-haired witch nodded as she emptied a jar of black powder into the cauldron. A little puff of smoke drifted upward as the potion seemed to stir itself. 
 
    “I’m actually here to ask for help,” I said. “We’re going to need something to protect our soldiers as they fight and cross over the sea. My people are working on large ships right now, but is there any kind of spell that could offer some extra protection?” 
 
    “We must have something!” Hazel said eagerly. “Don’t we?” 
 
    “Enchantments like those are complex,” Bryony said as she rubbed her chin. “If you’re talking about a masking potion, a repellent spell, or a strengthening potion?” 
 
    “All of those sound perfect,” I said. “Anything that could give them time to cross the sea undetected would be ideal.” 
 
    “We’ve got a masking potion that could get you about thirty minutes of time,” Bryony replied. “That’s about the best we can do for crossing the ocean…” 
 
    “I can work with that,” I assured her. “Are you able to… make these potions now? I’m not exactly sure how these things work.” 
 
    “They will take time,” Ethel said. “But something tells me we may not have much of that?” 
 
    “You’re observant,” I chuckled. “I would appreciate however quickly you can make these up. My people’s lives will depend on it.” 
 
    “How long do we have?” Bryony asked. 
 
    “Maybe a day,” I said. “It won’t be much more than that.” 
 
    “Hazel,” Bryony said. “I want you to go around to all the houses and explain the situation. We need all magical hands on deck! Tell every witch and wizard to fire up their cauldrons! We’ll be collecting potions in the morning.” 
 
    “Of course,” Hazel said as she pulled on a purple cloak. “I’ll go right now!” 
 
    The young witch raced upstairs, and the cauldron began to glow as more smoke emerged from the thick liquid. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “This is going to help us win against these evil gods.” 
 
    “We’re happy to help,” Ethel said. “I was so excited when I heard the news that you had come to us! It’s about time that–” 
 
    “Jack!” Hazel yelled from upstairs, and I quickly switched to find her staring out of the window. 
 
    The green sky outside had turned a much darker shade of emerald, and the clouds had begun to swirl like the ones over the ocean. But the most alarming thing was the noise the storm made. There was a low, ominous laugh that carried on the wind, and Hazel shuddered as the sound echoed over the house.  
 
    “That wind,” she muttered. “What is it? What’s going on?” 
 
    “It’s a message,” I said grimly. “They’re letting me know that they’re ready to fight.” 
 
    “Is it safe to go outside?” Hazel asked. “Will he attack me if I go?” 
 
    “The war hasn’t started yet,” I said. “But we’re very close to it. We need those potions, Hazel. Can you be brave for your new army?” 
 
    “Yes,” she said firmly. “We’re part of Jack’s following now, and that means we take care of each other.” 
 
    “I’m proud of you,” I said. “I can already see what a powerful witch you’re going to grow up to be.” 
 
    “Thank you,” Hazel said. “Okay. I can do this. It’s just a bit of bad weather.” 
 
    The young witch cautiously opened the door, and the eerie laughter whistled through the entrance. She hurriedly stepped outside and closed the door tightly behind her as her cloak whipped around her in the wind. Then Hazel stared up at the ominous clouds, and she raced along to the next house to pass on her message. 
 
    I could only hope that the magic folk understood how urgent this task was, but I had a feeling this weather would give them an idea of how serious the situation was. 
 
    Cats yowled as they raced into their homes, and I saw one of the gooey curselings plonk itself down against a tree so it didn’t blow away. 
 
     Black lightning pierced through the green sky, and I realized the two storms had merged together to become one over the ocean. Purple and green swirled amongst the sky, and I had no doubts that this was a message for me and Tobias. 
 
    It was a display of the power these tier-two gods held, and a threat to everyone I had in my land. There was no mistaking what the laughter on the wind meant.  
 
    Our enemies were calling, and they were ready to fight. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 13 
 
    The new storm was meant to intimidate me and my army, but I felt nothing but fiery adrenaline as I switched back to Tobias’ land. 
 
    And Aleia finding her special skill was the final push I needed to be ready for all-out war. I was amazed at her work when I came back to the hidden harbor. 
 
    The fairy had made her way around five of the nine boats, and they gleamed with deep, silvery grays as if they had been made brand-new. Pairs of gnomes had climbed into each crow’s nest to clean them out, and they had even scrubbed up the sails to make them less sad looking.  
 
    “Well, this looks fucking amazing!” I said, and Aleia pushed her strawberry-blonde hair from her eyes with a huge smile. 
 
    Her face was glowing from rushing around the ships, and I had never seen her look so determined and confident. 
 
    “Jack,” she said happily. “Look at all this pixie steel! And that isn’t even the best part!” 
 
    She leapt to her feet and flew over to the wooden wheel of the ship. It was huge, but the wood was slightly rotten where the weather had hit it the worst. Then Aleia took a deep breath as she placed her hands on the surface, and she gripped the wood firmly as the gnomes above her stared down. 
 
    Golden sparks flew from her fingertips as the brown material transformed into a bronze that sparkled under the storm. Strangely, it only seemed to be super reflective on the front side that looked out to sea, and the side that faced the boat was simply shiny and cool. 
 
    “What just…” I stared in bewilderment. 
 
    “Let me explain!” Aleia said proudly as she stuck her chest out. “The gnomes told me about a material they have used to build weapons before called sun bronze. It can be shined up to be super, distractingly reflective, or just plain. So it helps light the way over the dark sea, and we can see what is in the waters ahead!” 
 
    The fairy’s wings fluttered excitedly, and I could tell how hugely proud of herself she was. Seeing her beautiful face so lit up with happiness was just as rewarding as the fucking awesome magical headlights we now had for our boats. 
 
    “You are the most incredible fairy in the world,” I praised. “I can’t even explain how proud I am of you.” 
 
    “Oh,” she said with a wave of her hand. “Jack, I would never have believed in myself like this if it wasn’t for you. The way you always trusted me and encouraged me gave me the strength to find this power. Without you–” 
 
    A huge clap of thunder echoed out over the ocean, and the gnomes grumbled as they frowned at the sky. 
 
    “I should keep going,” the fairy said hastily. “These ships need to be in perfect condition!” 
 
    She flew across to the next vessel, and the gnomes continued to hurriedly patch up all the dents and holes they could find.  
 
    “How did the trip go?” Tobias asked. “Will the magic folk be able to cook something up for us?” 
 
    “They’re going to keep going throughout the night,” I said. “I’ve got them spreading the word, and everyone is working on potions to help protect our soldiers.” 
 
    “That’s good news,” my buddy said. “I’m guessing that creepy laughter over the wind is a message for us?” 
 
    “They’re trying to spook us,” I muttered. “Fucking assholes. It’s time to make our final moves. We need to get all of our flying soldiers to the hideout.” 
 
    “And I need more reinforcements around the border,” Tobias said. “The Redwoods will get here during the night, but I need beings that can move faster if anything does manage to sneak through the barricades.” 
 
    I could tell he was nervous to have a war so close to the city where his children were staying, but I had plenty of people to spare who could help. 
 
    “I’ll send more fighters over,” I said. “Someone that’s strong enough to back up the Redwoods. We won’t let this land be taken, okay?” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tobias said. “We’ve fucking got this. When do we make our move?” 
 
    “Morning,” I said grimly. “Just when the first light hits, so we need everyone assembled before dawn.”  
 
    “Got it,” Tobias growled. “This is it, Jack. The last battles before we take our places as tier-one gods.” 
 
    I stared out at the purple and green storm, and I knew everything was about to change. This war was going to be unlike any we had fought before, and we wouldn’t have the luxury of fighting two against one this time. It would be strange to not have my best friend to give orders during the fight, but he had his own war to win. 
 
    “I’m going to call all my people back,” I said. “Or at least the ones who can get back in time to help.” 
 
    “Go for it,” Tobias said. “I’ll watch over things here.” 
 
    I switched to the remaining dragon-men in the dark lands first, and I began the process of calling in all my strongest soldiers. Every flying creature available was recruited, and every elf, orc, and gnome I had sent out began their journeys home. Many of them left their horses to take the ride on winged creatures instead, and they were all told the location of the hideout in Tobias’ land.  
 
    Then I found the mermen inside a deep lake far inside the borders of the dark lands, and I finally got a glimpse of a giant squid. The inky beasts bobbed down in the gloom, and they were the size of a two-story house. Thick tentacles drifted along beneath them, and I was in awe that these creatures were actually real. 
 
    “Merfolk!” I called. “New recruits of my army! You are needed along the eastern shores to fight alongside the god Tobias.” 
 
    “We will go speedily,” one of the mermen grunted. “But the squids will take slightly longer to pass through the deep caverns.” 
 
    “Then you must begin the journey now,” I said. “Welcome to our army!” 
 
    It was impossible to say if the squids had any emotional reaction to my words, but they started to drift toward a huge cavern that lay down on the lake floor. The mermen’s tails flexed eagerly as they shot off to begin their travels, and I knew they would fuck up any sea monsters they encountered. I could have watched the huge squids and merfolk tear through the waters all day, and I had to drag my gaze away from their swaying tentacles and lethal fins. 
 
    Then I felt a rush of power as I saw how many red dots were stamped throughout my lands. I had flocks of new griffins, winged pixies, and my whole army of fairies. There was no doubt that our numbers were going to be strong this time around, and I studied my map to work out who was best to line the cliffs as the war was fought. 
 
     My gaze fell on the walled city in the land of giants that we had passed earlier, and I could see it was filled with yellow and orange dots. I knew the town wasn’t big enough for actual giants to reside in, but it was certainly larger and taller than most places I had seen in this world so far. 
 
    I glanced at the sun, and I knew I had enough time for one last recruiting mission before we went to war. Maybe these beings would be the perfect soldiers to stand guard over the coast with the Redwoods. 
 
    But first, I stopped back at the cliffs to check in with my fairy and gnomes. 
 
    Aleia had finished up her last ship, so we now had a fleet of badass war machines. Even with the slightly mucky sails, they looked unbelievably intimidating with their gleaming pixie steel hulls and sun bronze wheels. The gnomes had done a solid job of cleaning the boats up, too, and the crow’s nests were cleaned up and ready for use. 
 
    “I’m going on one last scouting mission,” I said to Tobias quietly. “There’s a city inside the land of giants that I’ve never been to, and I reckon whatever’s inside could maybe help guard the coast. They’ve gotta be big, whatever they are.” 
 
    “Awesome,” my buddy said. “What’s the plan for the gnomes? They can come stay in the city tonight, if you want?” 
 
    “That works,” I agreed. “I’m going to take Aleia with me to scope things out, so she’ll borrow one of the dragons to head back.” 
 
    “Then I’ll speak with you in the morning?” Tobias asked. “For final adjustments to the armies.” 
 
    “Yeah, and I’ll head to the magic lands before dawn,” I said. “Hopefully the witches and wizards will have conjured up enough to keep our people protected.” 
 
    A bolt of blue lightning crashed down dangerously close to the nearby cliffs, and I heard the growl of the ice dragons ring out through the air. It was a comfort to have the beasts standing guard until the morning, and I knew they would alert us if either of the gods tried to organize some kind of sneak attack. 
 
    But the laughter of the raging storm made me think these enemy gods were about dramatics and show. They would want us to know when they were coming. And that kind of cocky arrogance was going to cost them. They had no idea who they were dealing with. 
 
    “You’ve all done incredible work today,” I called out as the gnomes finished up the last of their cleaning with the sails. “These ships are going to help us win these wars. Tobias is going to show you all a safe city nearby to spend the night, and Aleia is going to come with me on a mission.” 
 
    Tobias shifted down into his physical form so he could lead the gnomes, and Aleia fluttered into the sky to admire her work.  
 
    “Can you believe these are the same ships?” I chuckled. “How do you feel?” 
 
    “Proud.” Aleia smiled. “Confident. Ready to kill some enemies!” 
 
    “Glad to hear it,” I said. “Now, we’re going to head into the walled city within the land of giants, and I want to recruit whoever is inside to stand guard over the coast. The rest of my army are ideal for fighting, but we need sturdy guards to assist the Redwoods.” 
 
    “Yes, Jack!” Aleia didn’t even hesitate to soar over to the dragons, but she took one final glance back at her handiwork in the harbor, and her lilac wings fluttered with pride. 
 
    There was a fierce gust of wind as the fairy neared the dragons, and the whole sky was alive with purple and green clouds. Black and blue lightning merged together over the water as huge shapes glided below the surface, but I stayed focused on the task at hand. 
 
    “We need a ride over to the giant lands in the north,” I called to the ice dragons. “Aleia will need transport, and you can come back here right after.” 
 
    One of the dragons spread its wings as it rose into the air, and it roared softly as the fairy perched her little legs around its back. The creature looked over its shoulder to make sure Aleia was holding on, and then it grunted before it sped off in an icy blur. 
 
    Aleia cheered excitedly as they shot over hills and trees, but I took one last look at the ocean, and then I followed alongside the speeding dragon. My map showed that all my soldiers were on their way back from their scouting missions, and the priestesses had traveled to the gnomes’ fortress as well. 
 
    Everyone was moving into place, and I couldn’t wait to see all my fighters gathered together. 
 
    The dragon slowed down as it reached the borders into the land of giants, and the echoes of huge footsteps rang out over the hills. 
 
    “What do you think lives there?” Aleia asked as her scaly steed lowered itself to the ground.  
 
    “Hard to say,” I muttered. “But I’m going to put the holy shield on you for now. Just to be safe.” 
 
    The fairy fluttered off the icy dragon, and I focused on my protective force until the translucent bubble formed around her.  
 
    “Thank you,” I said to the dragon. “You don’t know how much your strength and speed is helping me.” 
 
    The huge creature flared its nostrils as it lowered its head in a bow, and it grunted at Aleia before it sped back off to the coast. 
 
    “They really are wonderful animals,” Aleia sighed. “So loyal!” 
 
    “We’re lucky to have them,” I agreed. “Now, let’s see if we can find some more beings who would be willing to help us.” 
 
    I studied the towering buildings carefully for any signs of movement as Aleia moved toward the walled city. The fairy moved confidently inside her shield, and she flew right over the top of the city’s perimeter. Then she stopped right as she passed the barrier, and a smile spread over her face as we both stared at the creatures below.  
 
    The city was built with incredibly wide roads, and the cobblestones were four times the size of any I had seen before. Everything was double the height of a regular town, but the thing I noticed most was how tidy and clean the place was. There wasn’t a single bit of discarded trash or an overgrown plant. Carefully planted flowers lined green patches amongst the houses, and the windows were scrubbed to perfection. 
 
    It felt especially bizarre considering the creatures that moved around below. 
 
    “Willow Ogres,” Aleia whispered. 
 
    I had met ogres before, and I had fought one that had tried to kill my priestesses. But these beings were different. They were eleven feet tall and built like a fucking house, but they walked gently through their city as though they didn’t want to disturb it.  
 
    The ogres were a deep maroon color with speckles of blue, and they all wore the same clean black pants and tunics. Their faces were round and blotched, and pointed ears stuck out the sides of their skulls. Each of them had a bulbous nose below beady eyes, and their fists could have held three full-grown men inside them easily. I could tell just by their movements that this was a whole new breed of ogre, and I couldn’t wait to find out more. 
 
    “These are quite rare!” Aleia said. “They distance themselves from their more feral cousins, and they’re wonderful at construction!” 
 
    “I can see that,” I said. “It looks like they have their own little world down here.” 
 
    “Everything is so neat and tidy,” Aleia admired. “I think it’s safe for me to go down without the shield.” 
 
    “Are you sure?” I asked, and the fairy nodded. 
 
    “I can fly away if I need to,” she said. “But I don’t think they will hurt me.” 
 
    “I’m coming, too, then,” I said. “Let’s do this together.” 
 
    I took the holy shield from Aleia, and several ogres noticed her right away. They pointed up at the priestess, but they didn’t seem alarmed or angry as she fluttered down. I focused on the cobblestones next to her, and my feet suddenly touched down on the wide stones of the city.  
 
    My presence drew a hell of a lot more attention. 
 
    Ogres hurried over to join us, and their huge footsteps shook the ground as they approached. I placed a hand on the hilt of my sword just in case, but the massive beings slowed down to gather in a crowd around us. They gave off a strangely pleasant floral smell and tilted their heads curiously as they looked down at us. From this distance I could see that some had female figures, but they were all dressed in the same kind of clothes.  
 
    “Hello,” I called up to the towering crowd. “I hope you don’t mind our sudden arrival in your beautiful city. I am the god Jack, and this is my priestess, Aleia.” 
 
    The fairy gave a polite little curtsy, and I raised an eyebrow as some of the ogres made cooing noises at her. 
 
    “Welcome,” one of the female beings said gruffly as she stepped forward. “My name is Dorek, and I am the elected official of this city.” 
 
    It was almost amusing to hear such clumsy-looking creatures speak so normally, but I was thrilled that they were smart enough to converse with.  
 
    “I have come to speak with you about your alliance,” I said. “Do you follow any god?” 
 
    “We do not,” Dorek said. “We didn’t even follow the God of Giants when he ruled these lands. He didn’t care about us enough to ever include us in his plans. But we were intrigued to hear of his defeat.” 
 
    “Why didn’t he include you?” I asked. 
 
    “We weren’t big enough,” Dorek said. “His focus was on the giants and cyclopes, even if we had more intelligence than they did. He only valued the brutes.” 
 
    “A stupid mistake,” I said with a raised eyebrow. “I can already tell that you would be more useful allies. Did you build this city yourselves?” 
 
    “We did,” a male ogre said proudly. “It’s been here for generations of ogres. We take care of it the best we can.” 
 
    “It really is beautiful,” Aleia admired. “I love all the flowers! It’s such a shame that your worth wasn’t seen by your last god, but Jack sees the value in everyone.” 
 
    The ogres’ eyes all fell back on me, and they muttered amongst themselves as they looked me up and down. 
 
    “Jack has so many creatures in his army,” the fairy continued. “He values us all and listens when we speak. It’s the reason he is such a powerful god.” 
 
    “We were never listened to,” one of the ogres grumbled.  
 
    “I would never ignore you,” I said firmly. “My army is powerful because we work together, and I trust my followers. I also know how to tell their worth without dismissing anyone just because they don’t seem immediately useful. If you would consider joining us for our upcoming battle, then you would be joining a whole land of people willing to fight for you as well.” 
 
    “We protect each other,” Aleia added. “Even if we all look different and have different strengths.” 
 
    “This battle,” Dorek said. “Is it with the gods of the east?” 
 
    “That’s right.” I nodded. “You know about them?” 
 
    “We do,” the ogre replied. “Our people used to travel widely before the god of Giants banned us from leaving his realm. We are fast on our feet when we want to be, and we enjoy seeing more of the world.” 
 
    “Then I have a proposition for you.” I grinned. “My allied god needs help along his coastline. He needs fighters who are strong and fast to protect his people inland. You would become part of my army and gain the trust and loyalty of my people.” 
 
    “We’re a family,” Aleia said with a little nod. “Fight beside us, and you will have the freedom to roam over many lands and be safe for all your days.”  
 
    The ogres looked at each other, and a few of them shuffled forward to whisper in Dorek’s ear. She nodded slowly as she eyed me, and I waited patiently to hear their verdict. 
 
    “We have always wanted to travel further,” she said eventually. “If we join your ranks, will we be able to pass safely through your lands and explore?” 
 
    “Of course!” I said. “My people would love to meet you. There’s the deep enchanted forest to the south, beautiful waterfalls and lakes of the mountains, and cities as well. It’s all yours to see. My people can move wherever they want to, so long as they live in peace amongst each other.” 
 
    The ogres mumbled to each other excitedly, and Dorek stuck out her gigantic maroon hand toward me.  
 
    “The great god Jack,” she proclaimed. “The ogres would like to join your people. First we fight, and then we’ll explore the world!” 
 
    I extended a hand to hers, and I laughed as my whole forearm vanished into her fingers. She shook gently on the deal, though, and I checked my devotional map to see a city of red dots surrounding me. 
 
    Aleia clapped happily, and a couple of female ogres bent down to get a better look at her like she was a cute critter of some sort. 
 
    “You say a war is coming,” Dorek said. “When must we move?” 
 
    “We expect to fight tomorrow,” I said. “I know this is sudden, but I have gnomes who can provide you with weapons if needed.” 
 
    “There is no need.” Dorek held up her massive hand. “We have our own blades that we can wield quite well. Our bare hands can crush skulls if needed, too. Tell us where to move, and we will go.” 
 
    “The eastern cliffsides,” I said. “It will be quite a far walk, though.” 
 
    “We are fast,” Dorek said with a hint of a smile below her bulbous nose. “First, we will pack. Then we will head for the coast and set up camp to fight for our new army.” 
 
    “There are dragons there,” I said. “And Redwoods will arrive in the night.” 
 
    “Then we will be amongst good company,” Dorek said with a nod. “Those are both ancient and powerful species. Come now! Let’s prepare for the journey ahead!” 
 
    “Call for me if you need to,” I said. “Thank you for joining the fight. You’ve made allies for life.” 
 
    The ogres hurried off into their huge houses, and Dorek gave us a wave before she strode down the wide street. 
 
    “That went so well!” Aleia said happily. “What do we need to do next?” 
 
    “Let’s head back to your sisters,” I said. “I think they’re going to want to see your new powers.” 
 
    “I can’t wait,” the fairy said as she soared up into the air.  
 
    I switched back to god form for our journey, and we headed back to the Dragon Valley. We found the priestesses had returned from their trip to the gnomes, and they had sat down with bowls of fruit around a fireplace. 
 
    Penelope waved as she spotted Aleia, and I touched down onto the grass beside them. 
 
    “Jack!” Nieva said. “How did it all go?” 
 
    “Amazingly.” I grinned as Aleia landed beside me. “We now have a whole fleet of war ready ships because of this amazing fairy.” 
 
    “What happened?” Penelope asked curiously. “Did you fix up all the damage?” 
 
    “Just you wait,” I chuckled. “Can I take this?” 
 
    I gestured to Nicola’s wooden bowl, and she nodded as she held it up for me. Then the priestesses glanced at each other as I gave the container to Aleia, and she took a deep breath before she closed her eyes.  
 
    Golden sparks danced all over the bowl as the dark wood turned silver, and Penelope gasped as the material changed right before our eyes. The container in Aleia’s hands was suddenly a precious metal, and the other priestesses leapt to their feet in a flurry of chaos. 
 
    “Aleia!” Nicola screamed. “What the fuck was that?” 
 
    “You can do magic?” Nieva gasped. “How? When?” 
 
    “That was amazing,” Celeste said as she poked the bowl. “It’s solid silver!” 
 
    “Aleia!” Penelope cried as she pulled the fairy close. “What is this power? When did this all happen? Tell me absolutely everything I’ve missed.” 
 
    “I think she’s an alchemist.” I grinned. “She found out today when she turned our shitty wooden boats into metal behemoths.” 
 
    The women shrieked as they rained kisses down on the fairy, and I chuckled as they pulled her in every direction. 
 
    “Alchemy?” Celeste belted out. “Our strong little fairy can make metal out of wood?” 
 
    “Can you make gold?” Nicola asked. “Oooh, you could make us all matching bracelets!” 
 
    “And weapons,” Celeste insisted. “This is amazing!” 
 
    “I’m so proud of you,” Penelope sniffed as her eyes welled up. “My beautiful sister! You are so tiny and mighty at the same time…” 
 
    “What excellent timing,” Nieva chuckled. “Discovering that power right before the battle will serve us well, Aleia.” 
 
    “It was all because of Jack,” Aleia assured her. “He encouraged me, and he just made me feel like I could do anything!” 
 
    “And clearly you can,” I said with a proud grin. “Just in time to move out tomorrow.” 
 
    The women immediately stopped jumping as they looked over at me, and Penelope slid her hand into Aleia’s. 
 
    “So… we’re moving out in the morning?” Nieva asked with a calculating glance. “This is it?” 
 
    “The other gods sent a strong message.” I nodded. “They’re ready to fight, and so are we. So how about we try and see what combining all these amazing powers of yours looks like?” 
 
    “Yes!” Nicola hissed. “Now that Aleia is an alchemist, we’ll be fucking unstoppable!” 
 
    “Language!” Penelope gasped and clutched her tiny belly bump, but the brunette just laughed and gave the naiad a hug. 
 
    “Let’s head to the central valley,” I chuckled. “We might need some room for all the chaos we’re about to unleash.” 
 
    The women couldn’t stop talking about Aleia’s new gift as we strolled along past the stone huts, and the fairy was pink in the cheeks from all the love and attention. It warmed my heart to see everyone so excited for her as they asked her question after question. But her little giggles and glances at me sent a thrill of pride through my veins that nothing could’ve doused. 
 
    I was so fucking in love with my priestesses, but the way they tried so hard to improve and please me never failed to blow my mind. 
 
     We stopped in the middle of the valley as some of the wolves watched us from the hillside. The women stood in a circle, and Penelope started stretching her arms and legs as if she was about to do acrobatics. 
 
    “So,” the naiad said and folded into a delicious forward bend. “How should we start?” 
 
    “Uh…” I mumbled and craned my neck to admire the view. 
 
    “Well, we’ve already seen how some of our powers can mix,” Nicola chuckled. “I suppose we can just try out different combinations.” 
 
    “Some of them might not merge well.” I nodded and brought my attention away from my naiad’s ass. “But we can definitely make some awesome weapons here. We’re about to unlock a whole new level of warrior queens.” 
 
    “I want to try with Aleia,” Penelope said. “She’s only just realized her powers, and I’m dying to see what else she can do with them!” 
 
    “Let’s do it,” I agreed. “I want you both to focus on your powers as you stand side by side, and the rest of you take a few steps back.” 
 
    The fairy and the naiad joined hands as the others watched, and I didn’t really know what to expect. I had no idea what water powers and alchemy could do when combined, but I was excited to find out. 
 
    Penelope muttered quietly to herself as she raised her hands into the air, and Aleia scowled adorably as she focused. Then blue light erupted from Penelope’s palms just as gold danced around Aleia’s. For several seconds, the two forces built up until I had to squint to look at them, but then the two colors shot out onto the ground. 
 
    And they created a slab of golden material. 
 
    “What is it?” Aleia asked as I crouched down, and I was surprised to find the shining metal was freezing cold. 
 
    “It’s… golden ice,” I said slowly. “Holy shit.” 
 
    “That’s amazing!” Nieva said. “Think of all the things you could build with that!” 
 
    I stomped down on the slab to find that it didn’t break under my godly strength. Not even a second kick caused any kind of crack. 
 
    “It’s so strong,” Celeste gasped.  
 
    “You could make a bridge!” Nicola said as she hurried forward. “Maybe you could build one over the ocean!” 
 
    “I don’t know,” I said with a frown. “This stuff is clearly strong as all hell, but that wouldn’t stop sea monsters from reaching up to grab people. I’ve seen the size of those things, and I have no doubts that they could clear any bridges we built.” 
 
    “We could make it reeeally high!” Aleia said. “They can’t reach us if we’re basically in the clouds!” 
 
    “Why don’t you get some practice, then,” I chuckled. “Try and make a slope down from the wolves’ cave.” 
 
    The two women hurried over to the nearby hillside, and I looked between the three other priestesses. 
 
    Nicola’s gift was so specific to animals that I wasn’t sure how to mix it with the other two. I had already seen it work so well with Penelope, though, so I knew it was possible to cross with others. 
 
    “Celeste and Nieva,” I said. “What do you think about creating some kind of firestorm?” 
 
    The winged women grinned at each other, and they shot into the air as they circled around slowly. 
 
    “This is going to be amazing,” Nicola said as we stared up at them. 
 
    Nieva tilted her head back as she moved her palms slowly upward, and Celeste flew around as she transformed into her battle bird form. 
 
    She had mastered the switch now, and I was so proud of how hard she had worked to perfect it. Her pale skin was replaced with fiery feathers, and she shot an intense ball of flames from her talons. 
 
    The dragon queen waved her hands as the fire soared over the sky, and the flames suddenly turned into an orange cloud. Droplets of burning fire rained down from it, and I grabbed Nicola to pull her out of the way. 
 
    The tiny spots of fire crashed into the valley and hissed as blades of grass were burned to a crisp. 
 
    It was one hell of a weapon. 
 
    “Fuck,” I said as I held onto Nicola’s waist. “Imagine that over our enemies’ heads!” 
 
    “A whole storm full of it!” Nicola cried as she jumped up and down. “Together you could brew the deadliest, stormiest weapon imaginable!” 
 
    “Keep practicing,” I called. “But make sure you don’t hurt anyone underneath!” 
 
    The two flying women soared over to an empty corner of the valley and continued to create an even bigger burning cloud. It was like watching a floating fire, and I couldn’t take my eyes off the burning mass as it rained down onto the ground. 
 
    “That is going to fuck up a lot of evil bastards,” Nicola said. “This is amazing. I wonder if my powers will work with anyone else’s…” 
 
    I looked around the women and tried to work out all the other possible pairings. We didn’t have long before night fell, and I wanted our weapons to be perfected before the end of the day.  
 
    “You’ll be able to spread messages quickly,” I said. “When you combine powers with Penelope, you can spread word down the rivers even faster than the hodges. That’ll help keep things organized during battle.” 
 
    Another thought suddenly occurred to me, but I was aware of how insane it might sound. But I had seen Nicola win over creatures that nobody else would dare to go near. We had a whole pack of wolves in our army because of her, and I knew she was capable of incredible things.  
 
    “I have an idea,” I said slowly. “There is a way we could use your powers with Penelope’s to do something incredible.” 
 
    “What is it?” Nicola asked.  
 
    “Your abilities are so strong now,” I said. “There’s a whole ocean full of sea monsters–” 
 
    “Jack,” Nicola cut in. “I know what you’re about to say, and I can’t tame one of those things! They’re huge, violent, evil things!” 
 
    “Just like Layla the bear,” I pointed out. “The wolves were terrifying beasts until you learned their true natures, too.” 
 
    Nicola stared up at me with a raised eyebrow, and I stroked her golden cheek gently. 
 
    “Listen,” I murmured. “I’m not asking you to turn every animal under the sea into our soldiers, but imagine if you could speak with even one or two of them…” 
 
    “You really think I could?” Nicola asked and bit her lip. “They’re… sea monsters!” 
 
    “I know you can do it,” I said firmly. “You are my priestess, and a fiercely powerful woman. Every moment, you get stronger. And even a couple of the huge bastards switching to our side could overturn the god’s whole plan. This could help us win, Nicola.” 
 
    “That would be amazing,” Nicola admitted. “It would be the biggest creature I’ve ever spoken to! But… I can try it if you want me to.” 
 
    “That’s my girl,” I said with a grin, and the priestess chuckled as I left a biting kiss on her lips. 
 
    “You’re extremely inspiring when you kiss like that,” the brunette purred. 
 
    “Only when I kiss like that?” I scoffed in mock-offense. 
 
    “No, always,” Nicola laughed. “Just look at our lovely little fairy… I’m so happy for Aleia, Jack. I know she was feeling left out with her developments, but she was lucky to have the best god in the world bring it out in her.” 
 
    Nicola leaned back into me as we watched the women practice, and I was blown away by how quickly they were perfecting their moves. Penelope and Aleia had sculpted something that was like a half-slide, half-ramp, and one of the wolves sniffed it cautiously. 
 
    “Come on!” Nicola called. “Try it out!” 
 
    The animal cocked its head as the brunette spoke, and it jumped onto the golden ice with a confused whimper. I couldn’t help laughing as the huge wolf skidded down the ramp at an alarming speed, and it landed in a pile of tangled limbs at the bottom. 
 
    “Oh, dear,” Penelope said as she helped the creature turn itself back upright. “That was very brave. Sorry, it’s a bit slippery!” 
 
    The disgruntled-looking wolf raced over to Nicola, and she cooed as it wrapped around her legs. I snorted with laughter as the huge beast flopped onto its back for belly rubs, and the brunette showered it with affection. 
 
    I knew it would be too risky and potentially impossible for a bridge to cross that entire stretch of ocean, but there were a million ideas spinning around my head of uses for the golden ice. 
 
    “Do you think you could build towers?” I asked. “We could set up shooting stations along the coast, and they could help protect the land from any attackers.” 
 
    “Yes!” Aleia cried. “That’s a wonderful idea!” 
 
    “I’m certain we can.” Penelope nodded. “Come on, Aleia, let’s try this out!” 
 
    The two women hurried over to a flat stretch of ground, and they started to build a structure that shot straight into the sky. Blocks of golden ice piled up and up to create something that resembled a castle turret. It leaned a bit far to the left, but it was a promising first attempt.  
 
    Nieva and Celeste had gradually built up their storm so much that a pleasant heat filled the valley. They began to perfect moving the fiery clouds at will, and I cheered as they worked out how to block the hot rain from falling.  
 
    “We can do it on command!” Nieva called excitedly. “That means we can move it over our own people without them getting hurt!” 
 
    “Incredible!” I yelled. “You’re all nailing this!” 
 
    Then I remembered the manic laughter that had spread over the storm from the magic lands, and I started to think about what Nicola’s powers could do. 
 
    If she combined hers with Nieva’s, maybe she could send a message out on the wind. Her enchanting call to animals could carry over miles and miles if Nieva created enough of a wind, and we could recruit beings that we hadn’t even met before. It had worked down at the river. 
 
    I was dreaming really fucking big now.  
 
    I couldn’t stop smiling as I watched my women work on their skills, and I didn’t feel any fear for the upcoming wars. We might be up against sea monsters, evil sorceresses, and wild storms, but our army was stronger than ever before. My women were creating weapons that nobody would be able to compete with, and I had witches and wizards cooking up magical spells to protect my fighters. Beings from all over the land were coming together to fight for what was right, and I couldn’t wait to lead them all to victory.  
 
    Then a distant clap of thunder sent adrenaline shooting through my veins.  
 
    Darkness was falling, and I was itching to see the sun again. 
 
    When the morning came, I would lead my people to war.

  

 
   
    Chapter 14 
 
    We spent hours practicing the women’s new power sharing ability until the sky darkened completely. Penelope and Aleia could now build twisting bridges from great heights, and they had even worked out how to bend the slopes into staircase form. It was like having access to a ladder that could be placed anywhere.  
 
    Nieva and Celeste could move their storm around at will and choose when to turn the burning rain on. The orange clouds pulsed dangerously as they soared around the valley, and it was like the winged women had created the deadliest sprinkler system imaginable. 
 
    I knew we could pair up other partners, too, but I wanted them to have perfected these particular skills for battle. We could play around with other matches after this war was won. Nicola had already tried out her power with Penelope at the river, and she was happy examining the other’s skills as the night drew in. 
 
    “Amazing work!” I called. “I think we can call it a day with that. You’ve basically perfected these weapons!” 
 
    Celeste transformed back into her beautiful harpy form as she touched down on the ground beside me, and the orange cloud slowly drifted into mist as Nieva lowered her hands. 
 
    “Firestorms are exhausting,” the harpy said as she rubbed her eyes.  
 
    “But worth it.” Nieva grinned as she landed. “We’re going to melt some skulls with this!” 
 
    “I can’t wait to see that,” I chuckled as Penelope and Aleia hurried over to join us. 
 
    “Jack,” the naiad panted. “We worked out that I can destroy the golden ice whenever we need to!” 
 
    She spun back to face her latest staircase creation, and she furrowed her brow as she raised her hands up toward it. The sparkling metal suddenly began to melt as if someone had built a bonfire right below it, and the material evaporated away into tiny particles of golden dust. If we ever needed to make a quick getaway, our enemies wouldn’t be able to follow us. It was the perfect tool for war.  
 
    “Incredible,” I said. “You should all be so proud of everything you’ve accomplished today. I do have one more task before bed. Nicola and Nieva, I think you’ll be able to send a message out to all my people.” 
 
    “Using a storm?” Nieva asked.  
 
    “Exactly.” I nodded. “I think if we use Nicola’s animal call, then we can send a message to all the creatures of the land. I’ve spoken to many of them, but Tobias is going to need all the backup he can get.” 
 
    “It worked with the river,” Nicola said. “I bet it can work with a storm, too!” 
 
    “We just need a bit of wind,” Nieva said.  
 
    The dragon queen threw her head back as she raised her arms up, and she slowly hovered off the ground as Nicola spoke to the sky. 
 
    “Creatures of the forest,” the brunette sang in her dreamy tone. “Jack calls upon you to help fight for our land! Those who are strong enough must help guard the eastern coast. You will find safety and shelter in the city of Mossgrove.” 
 
    She repeated this statement until there was a gust of wind that swirled around Nieva’s head, and a faint silver glow lit up the air as Nicola’s words echoed out.  
 
    The brunette’s calls started to carry on the silver wind, and her voice floated out of the valley and into the rustling trees of the deep forest. I could hear multiple echoes of her words being taken in different directions by the wind, and we stood and listened until her voice died out. It sounded like some sort of ghost was floating around with Nicola’s voice.  
 
    “The call is on its way around the land.” I grinned. “Every creature who can help will be on their way soon. It’s time for you all to rest.” 
 
    “I’m ready to fight now!” Aleia said as she punched the air. “Bring me to the enemy!” 
 
    “Me, too,” Celeste said. “That firestorm really riled me up! I can’t wait to bring the rain to that shithead of a god.” 
 
    “I like the enthusiasm,” I chuckled. “But I need you all well-rested and at full strength. Tomorrow morning is going to be like nothing we’ve ever faced before.” 
 
    “And Tobias won’t be fighting with us?” Nieva asked. 
 
    “Our people will be divided into two armies in order to take on both gods at once,” I said. “It will make it more difficult to not have my allied god by my side, but we’re more powerful than ever before.” 
 
    There was a deep howl from inside the caves around us, and the wolves began to emerge into the night as their thick tails swished behind them. They raced down into the valley and barked at us as they ran out into the night. 
 
    “It looks like they heard your call,” I said. “They’re all heading out east.” 
 
    “Good luck!” Nicola called. “We’ll see you on the battlefield!” 
 
    We walked back toward the Dragon Valley as the echo of the pack’s footsteps rang out into the dark sky. Then I heard the sound of flapping wings and looked up to see a whole herd of forest creatures on the move. Griffins flew gracefully past the cloud-covered moon, and they were joined by giant owls that I had never met before. A flock of the birds flew right above us, and I was able to see that they had black feathers with a blue tint. Their beaks were incredibly sharp, and their brown talons were curved enough to tear flesh. 
 
    “What are those?” I asked as the huge birds passed overhead. 
 
    “Western owls,” Nicola said. “They must have migrated here from the dark lands.” 
 
    “There are so many creatures fighting alongside us,” Aleia said sleepily. “All of them are willing to go to war in Jack’s name!” 
 
    “Proof that he is the best of all gods,” Penelope said. “All he had to do was ask! No bullying or threats. That’s why he is the greatest.” 
 
    I kissed the naiad’s head as we reached Nieva’s hut, and the forest sounded alive with footsteps and rustles. Nicola’s call sounded like it had woken up the entire land as growls and cries sounded out in the night.  
 
    “Get some rest,” I said gently. “I’ll see you before first light.” 
 
    “Will you be here when we wake up?” Aleia asked. 
 
    “Maybe not,” I admitted. “But I’ll send a dragon for you in plenty of time, okay? I love you all.” 
 
    The priestesses mumbled their goodnights as they piled inside, and I could tell they would be sound asleep the moment they laid down. I was hugely proud of how hard they had worked that day, and I knew I had some seriously impressive weapons from their skill sharing. Aleia’s gift had come at just the right time.  
 
    “Jack!” Tobias called, and I spun around to see he had appeared in physical form. 
 
    His face was lit up with a grin as he ran a hand through his red hair. I had a feeling he was just as hyped-up as I was for our upcoming battles.  
 
    “Hey!” I said. “My priestesses just went to bed. How’s it going?” 
 
    “Fucking amazing,” Tobias laughed. “I can’t get over how good the ships are. Aleia really outdid herself. These sea monster bastards aren’t going to understand what’s happening!” 
 
    “Neither will the God of Water,” I said. “We tried out the power sharing abilities, and we’ve cooked up some seriously cool attacks.” 
 
    “Oh, yeah?” Tobias chuckled. “What have you got?” 
 
    “A firestorm,” I said with a deadly grin. “It rains down flames on command. Not to mention the golden ice that Penelope and Aleia can build into staircases and bridges anywhere.” 
 
    “No way,” Tobias gasped. “Holy shit! That’s awesome!” 
 
    “One of the best rewards yet,” I agreed. “Nicola sent a message to all my creatures by combining her powers with Nieva, so we’ve got a whole stampede moving to your coastline.” 
 
    “I noticed that.” Tobias grinned. “These fuckers don’t stand a chance, Jack.” 
 
    We wandered over to one of the dying fires and sat down on a wooden log beside it. The air was filled with the sounds of wings, and I knew there were going to be hundreds of flying soldiers waiting for their turn to fight. 
 
    “Are they all going to fit in that cave system?” I chuckled.  
 
    “It’s huge.” Tobias nodded. “And it’s just until morning anyway. How are we going to make our first move? Should we launch our attacks at the same time?” 
 
    I prodded the fire with a stick as I considered our initial strategy, and I knew my soldiers would need to get a head start. Getting over to the magic lands was going to be a battle in and of itself, and we had to be ready for the attacks that could come from the enemy gods. 
 
    “My people are going to take a masking potion,” I said. “Right before they fly over the water. I’m told it should last about thirty minutes, but we’ll see what the witches say when they finish brewing this stuff up.” 
 
    “Thirty minutes?” Tobias asked. “Is that going to be enough time?” 
 
    “For some,” I said. “The dragons won’t have an issue, and I’ve seen how fast the nymphs can fly.” 
 
    “Fairies are fast, too,” Tobias said. “But griffins aren’t built for speed.” 
 
    “I’m not sure the gargoyles are, either,” I agreed. “We’re going to have a very short window of time where the first fliers land on the magic lands before they’re noticed. They’ll need to set up the battlefield in our favor as the slower fliers come over.” 
 
    “But what if the potion wears off?” Tobias asked. “The God of Water might be getting ready to fight me, but he won’t hesitate to send his beasts to attack your army if they appear out of thin air.” 
 
    I tried to visualize every move in my mind. There was going to be danger everywhere, and I had to play to everyone’s strengths. 
 
    “I’ll have fighters ready to protect the slower fliers,” I said. “They should be able to get most of the way over the ocean, so it will just be the last stretch that they need cover for. Most of the sea monsters are near your coastline to get ready for the attack, so the magic lands’ coast is less populated.” 
 
    “So you get your people over,” Tobias mused. “Then I send out my ships, and all hell can break loose at sea.” 
 
    “Simple.” I nodded. “Just a couple of asshole gods to kill off before we can relax for the night.” 
 
    “And a few thousand sea monsters,” Tobias snorted. “What could possibly go wrong?” 
 
    “We’re going to need to divide the winged fighters carefully,” I muttered. “I know there’s enough for two armies, but we have to make sure we split them equally. We can’t end up with all the heavier ones on one side.” 
 
    “That should be easy enough,” Tobias said. “We can just ask all the species to split into two groups, and we’ll each take half.” 
 
    It felt strange to be planning a battle strategy with my friend when I knew he wouldn’t be by my side during it all. Our wars would be close together, but we were leading our armies solo. I had grown used to having my right-hand man with me during battles lately, and we had become a seamless team so quickly. 
 
    But this was the big leagues, and that meant everything was a million times harder. I just had to keep focused on my next moves and make sure everyone was in position when the sun came up.  
 
    “I should go out to the witches,” I said. “Hopefully they’re managing to cook us up something helpful.” 
 
    “Sounds good.” Tobias nodded. “I’ll head back to the city. Let me know how it goes.” 
 
    “I will,” I said. “See you soon, man.” 
 
    We both vanished into our god forms at the same time, and I switched over to the magic lands to find the green storm was still going strong. Emerald clouds swirled above the crooked houses on the hills, and black lightning carved through the sky as thunder clapped loudly. There weren’t any creatures or people outside, and it seemed that even the curselings had been given shelter inside for the night. 
 
    I found Bryony and Ethel in the same basement as before, and they were piling glass bottles into wooden boxes. Some of the containers had bright green liquid inside, but the rest were a very dull gray. Hazel was snoring gently in an armchair in the corner with a blanket gently tucked in around her. The purple cat dozed on the staircase as its tail twitched in its sleep. 
 
    “Hey,” I said gently, and the two older witches glanced up from their work. 
 
    “Jack,” Ethel said. “We have good news! Our people have exceeded all expectations. I’m actually amazed at how hard they’ve all been working!” 
 
    “We just went around and collected the work so far,” Bryony said. “And we’ve got our strongest witches working on cooking up round two.” 
 
    “What are the potions?” I asked. “You said one of these would help us cross over the ocean?” 
 
    “These ones will,” the blonde witch said as she held up a green bottle. “This is the masking potion. It’ll last thirty minutes, like I suspected, but that should be time enough for anything to fly over the sea.” 
 
    “As long as everything goes smoothly,” Ethel said grimly. “The spell can’t shield you from harm if anything is thrown your way, but it effectively blends you into your surroundings for those thirty minutes.” 
 
    “Only one sip is needed,” Bryony said. “So we should have enough for hundreds by the end of the night. Your people can pass over the waters unnoticed, and the magic folk will be waiting for you.” 
 
    “Amazing work,” I said. “What’s the gray one for?” 
 
    “This one was my idea.” Bryony smirked. “Let me show you.” 
 
    She marched over to scoop up the sleeping cat from the stairs, and she offered it the dull bottle. The animal stuck its little tongue inside curiously and lapped up a few drops. 
 
    Then I almost cried out in shock when Bryony turned and threw the cat into a nearby bucket of water and covered it with her foot. 
 
    The cat yowled as it splashed into the liquid, and Hazel mumbled in her sleep.  
 
    “Don’t worry,” Ethel said hurriedly. “He won’t be harmed.” 
 
    The cat fell silent, and I was utterly convinced I had just watched a helpless pet being drowned. Then Bryony took her foot away from the bucket, and I could see the creature sitting happily at the bottom as bubbles emerged from its nose. It licked its paw and seemed to not even notice it was meant to be in danger.  
 
    Holy shit. 
 
    It was breathing underwater. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I whispered. “This is unbelievable.” 
 
    “I knew you would like it,” Bryony said proudly as she scooped the cat back out. “The dosage depends on the size of the beast. Anything smaller than a dog needs a few drops, but something like a griffin would need half a bottle.” 
 
    “It lasts two hours,” Ethel added. “But I would recommend coming up sooner, just to be on the safe side.” 
 
    “You can always retake more.” Bryony nodded. “But if you get caught beneath the surface when it runs out, then I’m afraid there’s nothing that can be done.” 
 
    I knew that Tobias was going to lose his mind at this new development, and we needed to prep our army as soon as possible. We would need to work out which creatures could swim the best before we handed out the gray potion. There was no point using it on a deadly fighter if they were just going to flail around. 
 
    “We can transport it all before morning,” Ethel said. “We have everyone on standby to load up their brooms once we’ve finished.” 
 
    “Brooms?” I asked. “I wasn’t sure if witches really used those.” 
 
    “How else would we get to places?” Bryony chuckled. “We can use them to move around during the fight, too. When it’s all ready, we can use the masking potion on ourselves to bring it over.” 
 
    “Great,” I said. “But won’t the god in your lands notice you moving out? We can’t risk him knowing you’re helping me.” 
 
    “We already thought of that.” Ethel smirked. “Which is why we told a little lie.” 
 
    “What do you mean?” I asked, and the two old witches exchanged smirks. 
 
    “My lord!” Bryony cried dramatically. “You won’t believe the rumor we heard! It’s a temple built in your honor, but it only appears by the light of the moon under a clear sky.” 
 
    “Only for a few minutes each night,” Ethel said seriously. “We have had dream visions of it for so long, but we didn’t want to say anything until it was confirmed.” 
 
    “But the dream visions are too strong to ignore now,” Bryony said. “Yes, my lord! Oh, God of Magic and Curses! The location is far north from here near the Wailing Woods!” 
 
    “Wait,” I snorted. “What’s a dream vision?” 
 
    “I don’t know.” Bryony shrugged. “We made it up!” 
 
    “But he believed every word.” Ethel smirked. “Lapped it right up! He’s so vain and desperate for a temple as grand as yours.” 
 
    “We knew it would buy us time when we needed it the most,” Bryony said. “So he’ll be away for an hour or so when the sky is at its clearest.” 
 
    The old witches chuckled as they organized bottles into boxes, and I knew I was going to get along well with this new group of followers. Outsmarting a god with his own vanity and insecurity? That was fucking smart.  
 
    “Will you have time to rest?” I asked. “You’ve been up all night on this!” 
 
    “We don’t need rest,” Ethel said with a wave of her hand. “Well, maybe the young ones do.” 
 
    “But we have this,” Bryony said as she held up a blue potion. “It’s a wakener brew. Not for long-term use, but it keeps you alert and ready over a couple of days.” 
 
    I chuckled as the witches took a swig of their version of Red Bull, and they continued to pack away the glass bottles. 
 
    “Thank you,” I said. “This is just amazing, and I hope you know how much this is going to help.” 
 
    “We wanted to do everything we could,” Bryony said. “I feel like I’ve been waiting for you my whole life, Jack. A god who actually cares! Someone worthy of that beautiful temple!” 
 
    She sniffed as she pulled out a handkerchief and blew her nose loudly.  
 
    “It’s been an incredible couple of days,” Ethel said as she patted her friend’s shoulder. “We feel like we’re so close to being free.” 
 
    “You are,” I said gently. “We’re not going to let these bastards win, okay?” 
 
    “Indeed!” Bryony said. “This is the start of our new life!” 
 
    “I’ll leave you to it,” I said. “Can you fly everything over before sunup?” 
 
    “Of course,” Ethel said. “We’ll load up the brooms in a couple of hours.” 
 
    “I’ll see you then,” I said, and I left the witches to pack up the rest of the crates. 
 
    My all-seeing map showed the two gods were far along the magical shore at the moment, and I wondered if they were hoping to make the first move. 
 
    I had to act fast. The masking potion was going to be a lifesaver for my army, and I wanted to start organizing everyone as soon as possible.  
 
    Then I switched over to the city of Mossgrove, and I was shocked to find it crammed with so many creatures. I recognized many of them as my own, and everyone was milling around between the city and the caves in the hillside. Torches and lanterns were lit everywhere, and it seemed that nobody was in a sleeping mood. Mugs of tea and plates of warm bread were being handed around as gnomes, nymphs, and dragon-men discussed the upcoming wars. 
 
    Tobias was down amongst the crowd, and I focused on the cobblestones beside him. Then I touched down next to my friend, and he slapped me on the back when he noticed me. 
 
    The wind was cold and sharp as the creatures bustled around excitedly. There was an intense atmosphere in the city, and electricity buzzed all around me from the eager soldiers. 
 
    “This is all very lively,” I said. “I was expecting everyone to be sound asleep!” 
 
    “People want to know what’s going on,” Tobias said. “They’re hyped-up and ready to fight.” 
 
    “Jack!”  
 
    I spun around to see Olwen striding toward me, and the dragon-man’s wide shoulders cleared the crowd easily. 
 
    “My men are all here,” he said with a respectful bow. “Some are resting in the caves, and some are in the city. What are your orders?” 
 
    “We need to get two armies divided up,” I said. “I want half of every flying species in each.” 
 
    “I can organize that,” Olwen agreed. “I’ll make sure each winged soldier knows if they are with you or Tobias.” 
 
    “I appreciate it,” I said, and the dragon-man hurried off without another word. 
 
    “Master of delegating,” Tobias laughed. “I told you that picking out some captains was a good idea!” 
 
    “You always know what to do,” I chuckled. “I’ve got good news from the magic lands, though.” 
 
    “Yeah?” Tobias asked. “Did they manage to make something to hide the soldiers?” 
 
    “They have a masking potion,” I said. “It only works for thirty minutes, but it will be enough time for me to move my people over.” 
 
    “That could also work for surprise attacks,” Tobias said. “We have creatures who can move over an enemy’s head in thirty minutes. Imagine if they were invisible while they did it!” 
 
    “That’s not even the best part,” I said. “They’ve cooked up a batch of potion that lets you breathe underwater. It won’t be enough for a whole army, but maybe for a couple of hundred.” 
 
    “Shit,” my buddy hissed. “Seriously? I can send people underwater?” 
 
    “It will be really dangerous,” I said. “Considering the fucked up things down there. You need to make sure you’re using strong fighters who can also swim, and who won’t be afraid to fight alongside merfolk and giant squids.” 
 
    “Yeah,” Tobias muttered as he eyed the crowd. “Who would be best for that?” 
 
    I looked around at the mix of species we had, and I tried to figure out who would be best at swimming. It was hard to know for sure, and I decided I didn’t want to take any risks. 
 
    “Let’s ask around,” I said. “Some of these creatures might surprise us, and we only want to send in beings that are fully confident in their abilities.” 
 
    “We have to make sure they’re big enough to fight sea monsters.” Tobias nodded. “But some small and sneaky beings could help, too.” 
 
    I spotted Lurk in the crowd, and I decided it was time for another delegated task. 
 
    “Hey,” I called to the orc, and he strode over to meet me. 
 
    “Jack,” he grunted. “What do you need?” 
 
    “I want you to speak with everyone here,” I said. “We have access to an underwater breathing potion, and I want to know which species are our best option to send out swimming.” 
 
    “Not the orcs,” Lurk said. “My men are brutal fighters, but they would sink to the fucking depths.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I chuckled. “We want to know who can swim well, and who would be fast enough to keep safe amongst the sea monsters.” 
 
    The orc snorted in reply, and he stomped off into the crowd to find out what he could.  
 
    “I would pay good money to see an orc swim,” Tobias whispered, and I snorted with laughter at the image. 
 
    “Where are the girls?” I asked. “I’m surprised they aren’t out here giving orders to your people!” 
 
    “Sleeping with Rosie,” Tobias said. “They wanted to stay up with everyone else, but they tired themselves out eventually. I made sure to say goodbye to them, though.” 
 
     I saw a flicker of worry in his eyes as he glanced at the dimly-lit tavern, and I knew he was worried to have his children so close to the battle. 
 
    “We will leave a group of soldiers here,” I said. “Nobody is going to get this far inland. We’re not taking a single risk with your family. I’ll make sure a few strong fighters are stationed outside the city.” 
 
    “Thanks,” Tobias said. “I know they would be safe without it, but–” 
 
    “But they’re your kids,” I interjected. “So we’ll protect them with all we’ve got. No cutting corners.” 
 
    “You’re going to be a good dad,” Tobias said with a smirk.  
 
    “I’d better be,” I sighed. “There’s going to be a whole colony of them when they all eventually arrive.” 
 
    There was a sudden crash nearby, and at first, I thought the thunder had gotten closer, until I spotted huge silhouettes in the distance. 
 
    A group of giants and cyclopes were making their way over Tobias’ land, and their footsteps rang out through the city. Their shadowy forms filled up the whole horizon as they plodded over the hills in massive strides.  
 
    “Everyone heard Nicola’s call,” I said with an approving nod. “I think I just found your coast guards.” 
 
    “Not just the giants.” Tobias grinned. “Listen! I hear the most badass trees in the world approaching.” 
 
    The sound of rustling leaves and creaking bark echoed out with the huge footsteps, and I felt chills as our fighters approached.  
 
    “Jack,” Morris the gnome said as he pushed through the crowd. “The gnomes’ weapons have just arrived from the fortress. We’ve set up an armory in the tavern for anyone who needs a weapon.” 
 
    “Good work,” I said. “I want half of you on the ships with Tobias, and half to ride the dragons to the magic lands. The orcs will probably join you on the boats.” 
 
    “Sounds perfect,” Tobias agreed. “I’m going to start leading folk out to the harbor.” 
 
    “I’ll round them up!” Morris called as he hurried back into the crowd. “I reckon there will be a fight over who has to ride a dragon again, but we are ready for your commands!” 
 
    I looked at Tobias, and I knew the time had come for us to part ways. 
 
    “This is it,” he said. “I’m going to set up my army at the harbor.” 
 
    “The witches should see you,” I said. “They’ll drop off what you need.” 
 
    “I can’t believe we’re about to fight with magical potions,” he chuckled. “Underwater breathing? Now that is something I can get behind. Maybe I’ll give it a shot myself!” 
 
    “Can you even swim?” I snorted. 
 
    “I could in my old life,” Tobias said with a shrug. “Surely that means I can here? That would be fucking embarrassing otherwise. I’d have to get Fern and Violet to teach me.” 
 
    “They’ll be taking over soon anyway,” I said. “I think your days are numbered as my right-hand man. They’re going to be fighting for that spot.” 
 
    My best friend laughed as the gnomes began to sing, and their deep voices filled the sky with a gentle song. It was both comforting and rallying at the same time, and I felt ready to start moving my people into position. 
 
    “See you on the other side,” Tobias said as he held out his hand, and I pulled him close into a tight hug. 
 
    “Give them hell,” I growled as I patted his back. 
 
    “You’ve got it, boss!” Tobias said, and we broke apart as a bolt of blue lightning lit up the sky. 
 
    My friend gave me one last grin before he turned to stride through the crowd, and he called out into the night. 
 
    “All fighters of Tobias’ army,” he yelled. “The time has come to head to the coast!” 
 
    Everyone in the crowd began to echo his call, and the whole city and hillsides erupted into chatter as the armies divided up. Olwen had done an amazing job at making sure everyone knew their assignments, and hundreds of winged fighters shot out of the caves. Orcs and gnomes marched off with weapons clenched tightly, and the city began to empty around me. 
 
    The Redwoods and giants passed by on their way to the coast, and I stepped out of the city walls to admire the incredible view. It was too dark to see the beings’ faces properly, but the low groans of the Redwoods sounded like the battle cry of ancient trees. I was just able to make out the single eyes of the cyclopes as they carefully placed their feet down onto the ground. 
 
    Tobias’ army headed out to the coast, and I knew it was time to organize my own as well. Olwen landed beside me as he watched the giants move, and he ran a hand over the hilt of his ice blade. 
 
    “Your half of the winged fighters are ready to move out,” he reported. “How long until we go?” 
 
    “Maybe an hour,” I said as I glanced up at the sky. “One last mission for you: Get one of the dragons to head over and collect the priestesses, and send one of your men to wake them up.” 
 
    “Understood,” Olwen said, and he spread his icy wings before he flew into the dark sky. 
 
    Then I turned to face the coastline and spotted a shape soaring just over the cliffs of Tobias’ land. Something had just appeared in the sky that hadn’t been there a second ago, and I knew I had just witnessed the masking potion wearing off. 
 
    Witches and wizards began to emerge over the land as their potions wore off just in time, and they flew on broomsticks with crates tied between them. They traveled in groups of four with the boxes of potions attached with ropes, and half of the fliers swerved off to head for the harbor. 
 
    I waved down the rest of them, and the magic folk flew down to meet me at the gate of the city. Bryony, Ethel, and Hazel were leading the way with a bearded wizard who waved excitedly as they landed.  
 
    “Delivery for Jack,” Bryony said cheerily as she swung a leg off her broomstick. 
 
    The broom remained floating in midair as if she had just parked it, and the others climbed down from their magical vehicles. 
 
    “Half has been sent off to Tobias,” Ethel said. “But we did give him all the underwater breathing potions.” 
 
    “That’s fine,” I said. “Our fight will be inland. That masking potion works amazingly!” 
 
    “Oh, yes, it does!” Bryony said. “We worked everyone to the bone to prepare enough of it!” 
 
    The magic folk started to unclip the crates from their brooms, and I was stunned at how many glass bottles they had filled up for us. I was so grateful I had heard the call of my temple and ended up converting such a powerful group of magical folk. Getting across the ocean was going to be so much safer because of them. 
 
    Then Hazel gasped as she looked over my shoulder, and I turned around to see the army of fairies arrive alongside the fire dragons. 
 
    They soared over the hills in a flurry of shining wings and burning flames. The dragons snorted out puffs of smoke while the fairies wielded small crossbows over their shoulders. Both species were so different, but they looked unbelievably badass side by side, and the other soldiers shot out of their caves to join them. Nymphs, pixies, griffins, night gargoyles, and owls flew into the sky and filled the air with the sounds of fast-moving wings. 
 
    I stared up at my army with a rush of pride and excitement. 
 
    Once my priestesses arrived, we would be ready to go. I just needed to hand out the potions and load some gnomes onto dragons. Then it was time for my fight to become a tier-one god. 
 
    I smirked as I looked over at the distant green storm. 
 
    I had giants, magic, carefully crafted weapons, and my own gifts by my side. My map could show me where the gods were at all times, and they were currently positioned straight across the ocean from us. 
 
    They could probably see our dragons from their spot, and I knew that would set their nerves on edge. Nieva had told me that the ancient, scaly beings had never chosen a god to serve, and I wondered if either of our enemies had ever tried to tame them. 
 
    Either way, they would now see that I had succeeded in the endeavor. 
 
    Just as I had in all other conquests I’d taken on so far. 
 
    The memory of every battle won so far shot through my mind, and I grinned as my winged army circled the stormy sky. All of my people had been earned with honesty and trust. They would protect each other in battle, and I was going to be by their side as they did it. 
 
    I decided at that moment that I wanted to stay in my physical form to fight. This gift allowed me to be down with my followers, and I knew how much it would mean to them to fight alongside their god. 
 
    A roar of more approaching dragons told me that the priestesses were on their way, and our army was about to be complete. The sky was starting to brighten into a lighter shade of blue, and I knew the sun would rise in an hour or so. 
 
    A new day was almost here, and it was time for me to claim my rightful place as a tier-one god.

  

 
   
    Chapter 15 
 
    The priestesses jumped down from the dragon with weapons slung over their shoulders, and I knew it was time to move out. 
 
    I looked around at my gathered army and felt pride swell in my chest. It was time to lead my devoted followers to victory, and I would be with them every step of the way. My follower count was off the charts, and my women had new power abilities that I was almost sure could rival any evil sorceresses.  
 
    “My brave soldiers!” I called as I looked around. “The time has come to step up and fight against the evil that threatens our world. It’s time to get our hands dirty in order to save our families and land! We must set up for battle a few miles inland to be a safe distance from the sea monsters. Our fight is with the God of Magic and Curses.” 
 
    Orcs grunted, gnomes stomped their feet, and the gargoyles snarled into the sky. My women’s eyes glinted dangerously as they watched me proudly, and I felt high on adrenaline and determination. 
 
    “We must carry our weapons over the ocean,” I continued. “Those who are strong enough to lift our ground soldiers, please do so. The masking potion will be given out as we approach the sea, and it gives us thirty minutes to get across unseen.” 
 
    I could see the griffins and gargoyles mumble when I mentioned the time constraint, and I knew it wouldn’t be enough time for everyone to make the journey. 
 
    “Our fastest fliers will drop off the ground soldiers,” I said. “Penelope and Aleia will get to work setting up towers to shoot from, and we’ll make sure all remaining fliers are being protected as they finish their crossing.” 
 
    There was a murmur of agreement with my plan, and I looked around to decide who would be the very first to cross over. We had three ice dragons who would be over the water in seconds, so I had to use them wisely.  
 
    “Gnomes and priestesses,” I said. “You will take one dragon and begin setting up shooting towers immediately. Make sure your weaponry is packed securely. The griffins can carry larger items, too.” 
 
    “Understood,” Morris the gnome said with a bow. “We’ll hand out the curse weed bottles once we’re over there!” 
 
    “We’ll be as fast as possible,” Penelope said. “We won’t let you down, my lord!” 
 
    “I know you won’t.” I nodded. “Penelope, once you and Aleia have finished with the golden ice, I need you to work with Nicola. She’ll fill you in on her duties.” 
 
    The brunette nodded confidently to the naiad, and I couldn’t wait to see which sea monsters she managed to tame. 
 
    “Celeste and Nieva,” I said. “You’ll be arriving first, so I want firestorms ready to burn anything that tries to leap from the water. You’re our backup for our slower fliers right now. If I call for your assistance, keep the clouds close to the water so they’re underneath our troops.” 
 
    “Of course,” Nieva said. “We’ll keep our people safe.” 
 
    “Orcs,” I said. “You can split up between the other two dragons. Fight alongside the gnomes to protect everyone you can.” 
 
    “We will,” Lurk grunted. “Our axes are sharp and ready for blood.” 
 
    “Everyone else,” I called. “Once you have taken the potion, I need you to get over there as quickly as you can. Move faster than you ever thought possible.” 
 
    “We can do this,” one of the fairies said. “Jack will lead us all to victory!” 
 
    “He always does!” Olwen cheered. “This battle will be won by our great leader!” 
 
    There was excited murmuring amongst the crowd, and I could feel the buzz of adrenaline in the air. Everyone seemed eager to get started and defeat the evil that lurked under the storm.  
 
    “We stand together,” I called. “Despite our differences, we’re going to fight side by side. The enemy won’t know what fucking hit them. Move out!” 
 
    The whole crowd cheered fiercely, and hundreds of different shapes and sizes of wings began to fly. Bryony started to organize the magic folk in a line to hand out potions, and they carefully placed their supply of boxes along the ground. I walked with my women to the dragons, and the orcs started to help the gnomes up.  
 
    “Are you coming with us, Jack?” Penelope asked.  
 
    “Not yet,” I said. “I’m going to make sure the potions are handed out, and I’ll give the word to Tobias once everyone is across.” 
 
    The priestesses climbed up with the gnomes as the dragon looked out through the ice wall. My beautiful women clung onto each other tightly, and I knew they were ready to fight like all hell. 
 
    “I’m so proud of you all,” I said. “Believe in yourselves and take care of each other.” 
 
    “We will.” Celeste nodded. “And we love you, too, Jack.” 
 
    “We’ll need more of those barriers as soon as you’re able,” I said to the dragons. “Protect as much of the coastline as possible.” 
 
    The dragon roared softly in reply as the last gnome was hauled up onto its back. My priestesses were armed to the teeth, and they smiled brightly at me as the icy beast spread its wings. 
 
    “I’ll be with you soon,” I said. “Let’s win a war.” 
 
    Bryony held two bottles out for the dragon, and the creature opened its mouth as she poured both potions onto its tongue. There was a second when the huge beast looked like it had glitched out, and it flickered in and out of sight like an untuned TV. Then it vanished from sight altogether, and the sound of its flapping wings was lost to the storm.  
 
    I looked out at the rolling waves, and I could see that many of the sea monsters had gotten closer to the surface. A collection of fins and tails caused waves to splash in every direction, but none of them reached up toward the invisible dragon. 
 
    It worked. My icy giant was passing over the sea undetected. 
 
    The witches fed more masking potion to the other dragons, and they vanished from sight within seconds along with the orcs on their backs. Then I grabbed several bottles as the rest of the soldiers stepped forward, and I helped hand out the potions to my winged army. 
 
    We worked in an efficient operation as more and more of my people vanished into thin air once they had sipped their potion. Fairies and dragon-men threw back the liquid and shot upward as they began to flicker out of sight. Then the gargoyles were the last group to come forward, and they downed their bottles quickly with guttural grunts. 
 
    “To our new god,” the last one snarled as he vanished from sight.  
 
    “Will you get over quickly enough?” I asked Ethel, and the witch nodded. 
 
    “These brooms can fly faster than half your army,” she said. “That’s how we got over here in the first place! I reckon we have a bit of time until that idiot god over there realizes there is no temple waiting in the moonlight.” 
 
    “Then be fast.” I nodded. “My people will need your help over there.” 
 
    The magic folk drained their bottles immediately and vanished into the early morning sky. I vanished into my god form, too, and then I checked my all-seeing map to find the God of Magic and Curses was miles away from the coastline. 
 
    The temple lie had worked for now, but he wouldn’t be fooled by it forever. The God of Magic and Curses would probably start to attack the moment my people started to appear on his land. If he didn’t notice their arrival, then his allied god would.  
 
    “Tobias!” I yelled as I focused on the harbor. “My people are crossing! Give us half an hour to get over before you begin your fight!” 
 
    “Will do!” Tobias called. 
 
    His army was already loaded onto the boats and sailing away from the dock to get ready as his winged fighters hovered inside the hills. Redwoods, Willow Ogres, giants, and cyclopes stood guard around the coastline, and I almost pitied any beings that tried to cross into his lands. 
 
    The ancient trees curled their roots menacingly as ogres gripped huge clubs in their massive maroon hands. Tobias’ land was as protected as it was possible to be, and I had no fear for the people in the nearby cities. The underwater breathing potion had been given to some particularly athletic-looking nymphs, and I could see the black shape of giant squids lurking underneath the ships. 
 
    I switched my focus over to the land of magic and scanned my map to see where everyone was. The dragons were about to reach the shore, and the rest of my people were flapping their wings furiously to cross as quickly as possible. Neither god had moved from their spots on my map, and it seemed like my first soldiers would cross the border unchallenged. 
 
    It was seriously impressive to see the dragon had crossed over before the potion ever wore off, and it kept flying until it was a few miles inland. 
 
    “Right there!” I called as it circled a stretch of flat land. 
 
     A perfect spot to slay a magical army. It was at the top of a slope that gave a view of the rest of the land, and there was enough room for my ranks to spread out and set up barricades. 
 
    The priestesses leapt down before the dragon had lowered itself properly. I felt a rush of pride as they jumped into action, and Penelope and Aleia started to build their first tower from their glistening gold ice. 
 
    Celeste and Nieva got to work on their clouds right away, too, and Nicola helped get the gnomes down from the dragon. The other two icy steeds arrived a few moments later, just when the potion wore off. There was a flicker of glittering scales as the magic faded, and the first dragon to arrive started to build its ice wall. 
 
    Then a sudden screech echoed out so loudly that the gnomes gripped their ears, and I knew we had been spotted. 
 
    I checked my map and found the marker for the God of Magic and Curses moving toward us, and I knew he would be rounding up his army as he called out to his people. Someone must have called to him, and our window of secrecy was over. 
 
    “The enemy is coming!” I called. “Prepare to fight from all sides!” 
 
    My people didn’t stop moving as they set up their weapons, and Penelope and Aleia grunted with effort as the first tower was completed. They didn’t even stop to admire it as they moved on to the second, and a group of gnomes raced into the completed tower to set up. 
 
    Bottles of curse weed liquid were passed around for arrows to be dipped in, and the enormous blinder contraptions that the gnomes had invented were set up beside the turrets. 
 
     Then the orcs stormed forward with their axes and readied themselves for the fight. Dragon-men started to appear around the battlefield as their potions wore off as well, and Olwen organized them into troops as swiftly as possible. Celeste and Nieva had created a flurry of glowing clouds already, and the dragon queen skillfully spread them out around my army like booby traps. 
 
    “Dragons!” I called. “Build a wall facing the coast so we’re protected from the sea!” 
 
    The huge creatures soared around and spewed ice onto the ground as they started to build their wall, but I could hear utter chaos breaking out over the ocean already. 
 
    “Keep building!” I yelled. “I’m going to check on our other soldiers!” 
 
    The women grunted in response as they worked, and I was relieved to see fairies and fire dragons beginning to appear over the battleground. Nymphs arrived moments later, but we still had fighters flying over the perilous stretch of the sea.  
 
    There wasn’t much time left until the potions wore off for them. I had to think quickly if I wanted everyone to make it to the battleground alive. 
 
    “Celeste!” I called. “Nieva! I need you over at the water! Get your storm ready to attack! The potion is going to wear off soon!” 
 
    The two winged women soared toward the sea as Nieva swung her hands around to guide the storm with them. I left the other women, gnomes, and orcs to set up as I followed the flying priestesses to the ocean 
 
    The waves had become furiously violent, and I could see the God of Water was only a few miles away. He wouldn’t know that a whole army was above his creatures yet, but I reckoned we only had another five minutes before the potion began to fade from the last of my fighters. 
 
    “Get ready,” I hissed. “The second he spots one of our people, he’ll launch attacks into the sky.” 
 
    Some more nymphs, unicorns, and the last of the fairies managed to cross over in time as they carried on toward the battlefield. The griffins and gargoyles were the slowest, and I felt a phantom shudder as I saw the first flicker of charcoal-black skin as one of the gargoyles became visible again. 
 
    There was a moment when the flying soldiers went unnoticed, but then all hell broke loose under the waves. 
 
    A huge creature broke up through the surface and snapped as it tried to grab one of the griffins. The sea monster was the size of a double-decker bus, and its blue scales gleamed under the purple storm. It had a long snout full of razor-sharp teeth, and three yellow eyes sat along its face in a line. 
 
    “Block it!” I yelled, and Nieva swung her arm around to move the clouds. 
 
    The orange storm swerved just above the sea monster’s head as burning droplets started to fall, and they poured right into the creature’s eyes with a bubbling hiss. 
 
    The enormous sea monster crashed back into the waves as its yellow eyeballs melted into puddles of jelly, and it smacked several other beasts on its way down. 
 
    “Yes!” I yelled. “Perfect shot, keep it up!” 
 
    Celeste was ready before the next creature even broke the surface, and she shot streams of fire directly at a green fin that poked up through the waves.  
 
    Agonized howls rang out under the water as the beasts retreated, and more of my soldiers managed to cross over onto the safety of land. Then a deep rumbling noise echoed from below the waves, and several of the monsters swam out of the way as something even bigger rose from the depths. 
 
    “Something huge is coming!” I yelled. “Get ready!” 
 
    Nieva and Celeste readied themselves to shoot as two pointed horns pierced through the surface of the ocean. Then a wide face that looked half-crocodile and half-rhino emerged with a deep roar that sent ripples crashing over the sea. Its body seemed to go on forever under the surface, and I knew we had to stop this fucker before it could reach any of my soldiers. 
 
    “Fire at it!” I yelled. “Right into the face!” 
 
    Nieva swung her hands to move the clouds as Celeste fired a stream of flames right into them. The combination resulted in a fiery downpour that looked like a forest fire had tumbled down from the stormy sky. The flames fell down in huge drops that hit the massive sea monster right in its maws, and it howled as the fire burned at its gums and tongue. 
 
    But the big bastard kept thrashing around and breaching the surface. 
 
    Then more griffins and gargoyles began to appear in the sky as the last of the potion wore off, and I knew we were going to need more backup. 
 
    “Fire dragons!” I called. “We need you!” 
 
    Only seconds passed before there was a swoosh of leathery wings, and the red-scaled beasts soared over the sea like blazing jets with their jaws unhinged. 
 
    They hurtled over the waves at an alarming speed as they dodged snapping jaws and thrashing fins, and they spewed their red-hot flames down onto any creatures that broke the surface of the ocean. Then they joined with my winged priestesses, and their fiery powers poured down onto the enormous beast that still hadn’t given up. 
 
    It only took seconds before the behemoth shrieked and dove beneath the waves, but the dragons just kept spewing their flames at the rest of the chomping monsters beneath my soldiers. 
 
    But everything changed when a tremendous blue lightning strike hit the water in the middle of the sea. 
 
    Nearly all of the monsters swung around to face away from my people, and I looked across the ocean to see Tobias’ ships sailing out with armed gnomes covering every available inch of deck space. 
 
    The pixie steel held firm as sea monsters slammed against the vessels, and I felt overcome with pride for Aleia. Then a series of piercing shrieks rose up from the beasts of the deep as mermen dove through the waves like heavily armed dolphins, and their blade-covered tails slashed against the skin of every creature they passed. 
 
    Dark blood spilled out into the churning waters, and I let out a whoop of pride as I watched my friend’s legion enter the ring. 
 
    But I knew it was time to leave Tobias to his war. 
 
    I had my own to win. 
 
    I checked my all-seeing map, and the God of Magic and Curses was only a few minutes away with his army. It was just enough time to get a sea monster on our side. 
 
    “Back to land!” I called to my fighters. “Everyone, head to the battlefield!” 
 
    The last of the gargoyles flew over the cliffs to the magic lands, and the women and fire dragons flew behind them like a wall of flaming death. 
 
    Penelope and Aleia had constructed five towers that were simple but effective in shape. Thick staircases led up to narrow lookout windows, and sturdy bridges ran between each one in case our troops needed to flee to safety. 
 
    Gnomes had already set up inside the turrets with their poison-tipped arrows ready to shoot. Orcs lined the perimeter of each as dragons hovered over their heads, and the rest of the winged fighters flew in to join them. 
 
    “Nicola, Penelope!” I called. “I want you to create a stream to send into the sea. It’s time to speak with some monsters.” 
 
    Neither women argued or debated what would be possible, they just got straight to work. The naiad closed her eyes as she held up her palms, and bursts of blue sparkles danced around before a body of water began to rise from the ground.  
 
    “Creatures of the deep,” Nicola sang. “Hear my call to join Jack’s army. You will be greater than ever before if you join our winning side.” 
 
    Her voice was deeper than normal, and her words echoed softly along Penelope’s stream of water. The glistening blue liquid darted along the terrain toward the sea, and it crashed down through the surface to bring Nicola’s voice to the monsters. 
 
    “Fight against your god,” the brunette growled. “Become something stronger and earn the mighty Jack’s respect!” 
 
    Nicola’s brown eyes sparkled with gold as her voice deepened even more, and it sounded like she was talking through some kind of voice changer. Every word repeated over and over as the call was sung under the waves.  
 
    I had to stop myself from cheering her on so I didn’t break her focus, but I was so fucking proud of my beautiful priestess. She was truly giving this her all, and Penelope’s face scrunched up with the effort of keeping the stream flowing from the battlefield, too.  
 
    “Fight against your pathetic god!” Nicola screamed. “Defend Tobias and join the powerful Jack on his way to becoming the almighty! Fight beside our allies, and you will be joining the side of victory!” 
 
    There was a huge splash from below the depths as four creatures soared out from below the surface of the water. They were a deep violet color with thick scars running down their sides. Their wide faces were crammed full of sharp teeth, with green eyes that darted back and forth. Huge fins ran down their spines, and the animals snarled into the air before they plunged back down to snap at the surrounding sea creatures. 
 
    Penelope gasped as she dropped her hands, and she shook from the effort of exerting her powers. 
 
    “Sorry,” she gasped breathlessly. “I couldn’t hold it any longer!” 
 
    “I think that was just the right timing,” I said. “Look!” 
 
    Several more sea monsters had started to attack their own now. They began to ignore Tobias’ ships as they fought one another instead, and I could faintly hear Nicola’s words echo in a muffled cry as more and more water beasts bit chunks out of their own army. 
 
    “You fucking did it,” I hissed. “That was amazing!” 
 
    Nicola’s eyes had returned to a deep brown, and she stared out at the ocean with a tired but smug grin.  
 
    “I spoke to sea monsters,” she whispered. “Fucking sea monsters!” 
 
    A burst of noise from behind the brunette sent my priestesses spinning around, and they gasped as an army of people on brooms flew toward the battlefield. 
 
    I braced myself for the arrival of enemy sorcerers, but I quickly realized it was my latest recruits who had come to join the other magic folk. Witches and wizards of all ages soared in blurry streaks under the green sky, and they landed gracefully down amongst the others. 
 
    Ethel and Bryony barked orders to space everyone out evenly, and Hazel tied her hair back as she mumbled spells to herself.  
 
    “Welcome!” I called to the newcomers. “You’re just in time!” 
 
    “The witches and wizards of the hillsides are here to fight with you!” Hazel yelled. “I stand with Jack!” 
 
    “We all do!” Ethel snarled. “Our people have been held prisoners in our own homes for far too long!” 
 
    My entire phantom being buzzed with pride as I looked down at my growing army, but in that moment, I knew I wanted to be with them. 
 
    This was our fight. All of ours. And my people deserved a god who stood beside them in moments like this. 
 
    There was a spot right at the front of the battlefield that was raised into a peak, and I focused hard on it as I transformed. My face was immediately stung with cold wind as I appeared in my physical body, and my whole army cheered and howled as I grabbed the Wrath of Jack from my side. 
 
    Then a deep rumble of laughter filled the air. 
 
    It carried on the wind and echoed around the ice walls and golden towers, but not one of my soldiers flinched as the green storm above us ran wild. 
 
    I checked my map to see that the God of Magic and Curses was about to appear, and I heard an impending stampede of footsteps and horseshoes hitting the ground as they approached.  
 
    The manic laughter became louder and more deranged as an army appeared on the horizon. Dark emerald-green clouds followed the group as they swarmed over the land toward us, and streams of magic shot into the air. 
 
    But I felt godly power pulse through my veins as our enemy approached, and I knew we were about to slaughter every fucking one of them. This was my last stand before I became a tier-one god, and there was nobody in the universe who could stand in my way now. 
 
    My blade would send the God of Magic and Curses into the abyss, and I would be one step closer to becoming the almighty. 
 
    I glanced around at my people to see every one of them poised and ready for war. They were prepared to risk their lives for one another and for our cause, and I knew this was a trait no other army had. 
 
    The wind howled so loudly that it felt like the manic laughter was inside my head. But I took a deep breath as I raised my sword. 
 
    It was time to fight.

  

 
   
    Chapter 16 
 
    We watched the enemy army march closer as thunder crashed over us, and I scanned the approaching group to see what we were dealing with.  
 
    “Bryony!” I called over my shoulder. “Come and identify everyone for me. What creatures are we up against?” 
 
    The witch hurried forward and narrowed her eyes as she studied the mass of beings that stormed our way. 
 
    “You’ve got a whole load of curse reapers,” she said. “Those are the big skinny ones on horses. Not much to look at, but one strike of that blade will fill your bloodstream with cursed magic. You’ll be in the worst pain imaginable until you die.” 
 
    The reapers she pointed to took up most of the army, and their skeletal frames made my skin crawl. They were eight-feet-fall men with bodies that looked like their pale flesh had only just been stretched over their bones. Huge scythes were clenched in their long fingers, and the black blades had an ominous glow around the edges. But the only clothes the reapers wore were ragged shorts and black cloaks that billowed out behind their black horses. 
 
    “Then we have the ghouls,” Bryony said. “They’re not smart, but they are fast and slick. Ghouls have limited magical powers, but it’s enough to shapeshift for a few moments to confuse you.” 
 
    The ghouls looked like murky red shadows that floated along like ghosts. It was hard to get a good look at them as their vague humanoid shapes ducked and wove between the horses. I caught a faint glimpse of one stretched-out face with a long mouth, but it moved so quickly that I might have imagined it.  
 
    “Shit,” I hissed. “They can shapeshift?” 
 
    “But their eyes always stay the same,” Bryony clarified. “They will stay empty and black no matter what.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said hurriedly as the army got closer. “What are those animals?” 
 
    I pointed to a group of green-scaled creatures that ran along on all fours. Their long bodies snaked along the ground on top of four short legs, and their faces were a bizarre mixture of dog-like and reptilian. Orange eyes glowed above their fang-filled mouths, and sharp tongues darted out as they howled like ravenous mutts. 
 
    “Something that never should have existed,” Bryony said grimly. “The God of Magic and Curses merged many different magical creatures together and created those. We call them mongrels, and they can spit cursed potions from their mouths. They won’t let go once they bite down, so you have to stay far away from their jaws.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said. “Fall back and get your magic folk to pass all that information around, we only have a few minutes until they reach us.” 
 
    Bryony hurried back to my army, and the witches and wizards jumped on their brooms as they zipped around to give out warnings. I scanned the land behind the incoming army for any signs of the sorcerers, but it didn’t look like they were all coming at the same time.  
 
    “Jack!” Aleia said as she fluttered toward me. “Are you sure you’ll be safe down here? You would be more protected in your godly form!” 
 
    “He is a powerful god,” Penelope said as the other women stepped forward. “Our lord is perfectly capable of fighting in battle, sister!” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” the fairy squeaked as her arms began to shiver. “I suppose so. Sorry! I have just never seen an army like this before!” 
 
    “None of us have,” I said in a reassuring tone. “But we’re going to figure this out together.” 
 
    “The witches said there’s shapeshifting ghouls,” Celeste hissed. “We all have to be so careful to check their eyes properly when we attack! If they take on the form of one of our allies–” 
 
    “Black hollow eyes,” I reminded them all. Cut down anyone who possesses those eyes.” 
 
    Penelope was about to reply when a buzzing noise filled the air, and I spun around to see a new group had joined the enemy. 
 
    A crowd of floating men and women hovered ominously with their arms spread out, and black clothes were draped over their bodies. They glided under the green clouds as a thin silver mist spun around their feet. It was eerie to see so many people floating without wings, and I knew exactly who they were without being told. 
 
    “Sorcerers,” I growled, and I turned around to face my army. “It’s time to fight for our people. Fighting against magic is new, but we can handle anything they throw at us. Watch each other’s backs, and don’t let their intimidation get the best of you! You have slain plenty of holy armies before, and we will be victorious once again!” 
 
    My army cheered so loudly that it drowned out the eerie laughter in the wind, and I strode right to the edge of the hill as the magic army reached the bottom of our slope. The mongrels’ teeth smashed together as the huge beasts hissed, and the reapers made groaning noises that sounded like broken wind chimes.  
 
    “Archers!” I called. “Get Ready to fire! Aim for the eyes and neck when you can. Stop as many as possible from reaching the battlefield.” 
 
    The gnomes aimed their poisoned arrows carefully through the slits in the glimmering towers, and Celeste transformed into her battle bird form as golden feathers replaced her ivory skin. 
 
    Horseshoes flung mud everywhere as the army raced up the slope toward us. Ghouls flew in darting zigzags as they hid behind the larger beings of their group. The evil creatures of the magic lands had come for us, but they had no idea how skilled my soldiers were. 
 
    I waited until I could see the empty eye sockets of the reapers, and then I raised my sword. 
 
    “Fire!” I yelled, and the gnomes unleashed their poison-laced weapons down into the approaching army.  
 
    The first arrow hurtled down toward a reaper and hit him right in the center of his pale head. There was a rattling gurgle that escaped his blue lips before he slumped off his horse to the ground. Then his bony body was trampled as the horses behind continued on, but our first kill of the morning was official. 
 
    “Slay them,” a voice hissed from the storm, and I felt a chill run down my neck. 
 
    Tobias had said he’d recognized the God of Magic and Curses’ voice, and I was sure I did, too. Or maybe he had just mimicked every evil villain voice he could think of to sound more intimidating. But the rasp of his tone dredged up some long-forgotten memory from my old life. 
 
    Did I know this fucker from before? 
 
    That thought would have to wait. I had to slaughter his army before I could work out where I recognized him from.  
 
    The mongrels were the first beasts to make it up the hillside, and their putrid breath washed over me as one of them leapt over the hilltop. Its long body was shockingly agile, and there were four rows of teeth inside its wide mouth. Saliva and bile dripped from between the fangs as it tried to grab me in its venomous grip. 
 
    I growled right back as I swung the Wrath of Jack down and sliced directly into the center of its skull. 
 
    And the holy weapon delivered a perilous blow. 
 
    The creature gurgled as its eyes rolled back into its head, but I just dug the blade further into its brain before I wrenched my weapon from its twitching body.  
 
    Thick blood oozed out onto the ground as the beast tumbled back down the hillside and smacked several black horses off their feet like a scale-covered bowling ball. But the reapers were like a mass of terror that was fast approaching on their horses, and every breath they took sounded like a painful gasp. 
 
    “Orcs!” I called. “Get ready to fight! Avoid the scythes at all costs, but bring those bony fuckers down!” 
 
    My hulking fighters grunted as they swung their axes menacingly, and the magic army began to spill onto our battlefield. 
 
    Then chaos erupted beneath the green sky. 
 
    The gnomes kept a steady barrage of arrows raining down on the enemy, and their aim was unbeatable as reapers tumbled from their horses. Nymphs threw burrowers down into the enemy troops, and mongrels screeched as the spiked balls exploded and impaled them with sharp metal. Then my enormous Western owls swooped down with their talons outstretched and scraped the skin off the backs of the mongrels’ bodies. 
 
    Aleia’s uncle, Axis, had taken command over the fairies, and he organized them into groups to throw huge rocks down onto the beasts below. Aleia looked proud to finally be fighting among her kind, and she hurtled a boulder so hard into a reaper that its head went flying clean off into a nearby bush.  
 
    Then the mindfuckery started as the ghouls finally got a good look at my people, and they began to shapeshift. There were suddenly twice as many orcs as there had been before, but half of them had hollow black eyes with no pupils or irises. They merged in with my army like an eerie plague, and I could see the nymphs desperately trying to work out who to shoot down at.  
 
    “Watch the eyes!” I yelled as I sliced my sword through an orc with black eyes. “The eyes give them away!” 
 
    It felt wrong to swing my sword toward something that looked like my own people, but the illusion was broken the second I tore through the skin. The ghoul wheezed as I slit its throat wide open, and it returned to the human-shaped cloud it had once been. The dirty red mist it was made from felt sticky on my skin as the fucker wobbled into me, and it was like the consistency of slushy snow, but there was an unpleasant warmth to it. 
 
    Then the ghoul faded away like fog as it gurgled in pain, and I spun around just as the sound of footsteps raced toward me. 
 
    My stomach dropped when I found Nicola running at me with her sword held up to strike, and her face was carved into an evil smirk. 
 
    Of course, I knew it wasn’t really her, it was another fucking ghoul, but I still winced as I plunged my god weapon into her chest. The black eyes of the ghoul widened as the red monster became dust, and I shuddered as the image of my brunette lover faded before me. 
 
    “Rude!” the real Nicola yelled as she slammed a sword into a mongrel’s rib cage. “How dare you stab me, Jack!” 
 
    “Sorry!” I grinned. “You were just in a really bad mood.” 
 
    The nymphs had taken over the blinder weapons while the gnomes shot arrows, and the weapons were just as badass as I remembered them being. The beams of trapped light shot out right into the faces of the reapers, and the skeletal bastards screeched as their thin skin melted. They tried to dodge the attacks, but the nymphs had incredible aim. 
 
    Griffins soared down with their talons outstretched and flung mongrels into the air easily. The pompous creatures might have annoyed me sometimes, but I was in awe of their fighting prowess. They showed no mercy as they slammed their sharp claws into the hollow eye sockets of reapers, and the griffins were drenched with spilled blood as they slaughtered everyone they touched like murderous eagles.  
 
    The sorcerers were still keeping their distance as we fought the creatures on the ground, though, and it looked like a fucking horror movie poster as they all hovered in a wide circle with their arms held out. A low chant echoed out as the morning sun rose behind them, and I knew I needed to work out what they were planning. 
 
    “Hey!” I called to a nearby wizard. “Any idea what those creepy shits are going to do?” 
 
    “It looks like they’re preparing a joint curse,” he yelled. “Or some kind of protection circle!” 
 
    The wizard zipped away on his broom as a reaper swung its blade at him, and I slammed my sword into the skeletal man’s back. I tore down his spine with a nauseating ripping sound, and the bony fucker fell backward off his horse in a quivering heap of blood. 
 
    Then I whipped back around, and I wasn’t shocked to see the dragon-men slitting the throats of every enemy they saw. I watched Olwen smash his new three-bladed sword right into a reaper’s face, and my stomach lurched as one of the ghouls disguised itself as Nieva right beside him. But Olwen growled as he stabbed the imposter right in the chest, and as the ghoul faded away into a red mist, I noticed the dragon-man threw his real queen an apologetic look. 
 
    Sweat poured down my back as I carried on slaughtering every enemy that looked my way, but I had never felt so fucking alive as I did fighting beside my army. My godly limbs seemed to glow with my mounting determination, and every dead bastard I left behind made my blood burn even more for vengeance. 
 
    I was made for this, and there was nothing that could steal this victory from me. 
 
    Above me, the fairies flew into the towers to dip their bolts in the curse weed poison, and then the tiny fighters soared over the battlefield as they fired their weapons down onto our enemies. Western owls slashed their talons over mongrel’s skulls, and gargoyles slammed their huge black bodies into every reaper still on a horse.  
 
    My people were slaughtering the magical army, but I knew this god hadn’t made it this far without having some tricks up his sleeves. His sorcerers must be his secret weapon, and I kept a close eye on the floating people as we fought. 
 
    They were just out of reach for the archers in the towers, but a few fairies swarmed toward them with crossbows ready to shoot. My tiny fighters shot at the creepy circle, but the bolts bounced off an invisible wall. There was a flash of emerald light as the projectiles were deflected to the ground, and it was clear that the sorcerers had created a force field to protect themselves with. Nieva and Celeste even swung their fire clouds toward the circle, but their storm couldn’t penetrate the barrier. 
 
    I watched three of my witches move their hands in a violent wave toward a nearby reaper, and the creepy bastard exploded in a mass of sharp bone fragments and pale paper-thin skin. The remains of the beast flew everywhere like a fucking firework had gone off inside him, and I ducked to avoid a shard of rib cage heading toward my face. 
 
    “Nice!” I yelled. “Can you do anything about the barrier?” 
 
    “We can try and weaken it!” Ethel called. “But I doubt we’ll be able to break it until they decide it’s time.” 
 
    Witches and wizards soared up to the invisible barrier, and they began to hurl balls of blue plasma at the shield. 
 
    I glanced over to check on my women and saw them all fighting with every ounce of strength they had. Celeste and Nieva swung their storm over a group of reapers, and they rained down the burning flames until the skeletal men began to wail in pain. Their thin flesh melted from their skulls and poured down their bony chests like candle wax.  
 
    Aleia and Penelope summoned block after block of golden ice, and the naiad swung her hands around to send the slabs into the heads of mongrels. The beasts were bludgeoned again and again until their faces became bloody pulps. 
 
    “Brutal!” I yelled. “Keep going!” 
 
    Nicola had gotten onto one of the dead reapers’ horses, and I wasn’t surprised to see she had tamed it so easily. She raced around with freshly dipped arrows loaded in her quiver, and she shot one straight into the face of a ghoul disguised as a gnome. 
 
    Then I saw a flicker of quick movement to my right, and there was an eruption of green light as the sorcerers all began to move at once. 
 
    “Kill them,” the God of Magic and Curses rasped. “Slay them with your powers!” 
 
    The floating people snapped into action, and they launched green bolts of light from their palms at the brooms of the magic folk. Most of the witches and wizards dove away in time, and they shot blasts of their own blue magic in retaliation.  
 
    But I could see that the sorcerers were focused on our towers, and I knew we needed to protect them. We needed the structures for our gnomes to safely shoot from and as somewhere we could hide any injured soldiers from the violence. 
 
    “Guard the barricades!” I called. “Dragons!” 
 
    The ice and fire dragons swooped down right as a green flash of light soared toward the turrets. Both groups of the species opened their mouths, and they shot out a flurry of flames and ice to block the curse. 
 
    I was worried that the two elements would counteract each other, but the dragon ice didn’t melt as the flames licked it. A layer of thick ice blocked the curse, and a burning ball of fire sat in front of it for good measure. The green light of magic was lost in the fire dragons’ flames, and the gnomes cheered from their towers. 
 
    “Great work!” I yelled. “I knew having two types of dragons would be amazing!” 
 
    The fire dragons roared with pride, and one of them licked Olwen’s face enthusiastically as he patted it on the neck. 
 
    “Thanks,” he muttered as he wiped some slime from his brow. “Keep your head in the battle, though, buddy.” 
 
    The sorcerers shrieked with fury as their attack was blocked, and they shot further up in the sky to regroup. 
 
    “They are coming, Jaaaaaack,” the God of Magic and Curses hissed on the wind. “They will ssssslay your women where they stand. My most powerful fighters are coming to kill the ones you love most in this world.” 
 
    “Why don’t you come down and say that to my face?” I snarled as I slashed a reaper’s belly. “You fucking coward!” 
 
    “Jack!” Nicola called as her horse pulled up beside me. “Who is he calling on?” 
 
    “I think we’re about to find out,” I said as a low humming noise echoed out through the sky. 
 
    Then three slender women in tight black dresses floated down through the green storm clouds as if they had been hovering above just waiting for their moment. Each of them had flowing black hair that framed their thin faces, and their eyes were a deep purple. They would have been pretty if it wasn’t for the spooky as all hell vibes they gave off, and Nicola shuddered as she looked up at them.  
 
    “His priestesses,” I growled. “They’re powerful sorceresses. Everyone, look out above!” 
 
    But the three women only seemed to care about my priestesses. 
 
    They stared down at my lovers with manic grins, and Nieva soared up into the sky with Celeste. 
 
    Then one of the sorceresses spun around to face Nicola, and she shot down a bolt of purple lightning. 
 
    I leapt toward the brunette without thinking, grabbed her by the waist, and dragged her off the horse. We tumbled to the ground just as the purple light struck the animal and turned it into a stinking pile of melted flesh and charred bones. I felt a pang of guilt for the animal as its saddle was the only thing left unburned on the ground, but I barely spared it another glance. 
 
    My heart was in my chest as I clutched my brunette lover to me, and I quickly kissed her cheek with relief to have her safe beside me.  
 
    That had been too fucking close.  
 
    “Jack!” Nicola gasped. “You saved me! Holy shit, that poor horse!” 
 
    “Fuck the horse,” I panted. “Nicola, we need to–” 
 
    The sorceress screamed as she flew further down, and this time she aimed at Penelope. 
 
    I was terrified I wasn’t going to reach her in time, and the naiad could only stumble backward in her shock and fear. There wasn’t time to try and move her out of the way, but I had to save her. I bolted forward to put myself between Penelope and the sorceress, and my women all let out blood-curdling screams as I braced an arm over my face. 
 
    Then a dull hiss filled the air as a warm sensation ran down my body, and I looked up to see the next purple curse rebound off my hand and fly back at the priestess in the sky. 
 
    The purple light fired directly into her thin face, and she screamed like a banshee as she was suddenly dissolved inside her black clothes. Her dark hair burned away as her pale skin evaporated, and the evil sorceress became nothing more than an empty black dress that fluttered to the ground in the wind.  
 
    “What the fuck,” I breathed as the sky thundered furiously.  
 
    “Nooooo!” the God of Magic and Curses screeched. “My woman! My priestess!” 
 
    “Jack!” Penelope cried. “You sent the curse back to her!” 
 
    “Curse mirroring,” I gasped as I stared at my own hand. “Holy fucking shit. I can deflect their magic.” 
 
    My reward suddenly made sense. I could choose to throw whatever magic was aimed at me right back at the attacker. 
 
    My gaze whipped up toward the sky. 
 
    Nieva and Celeste were swinging their firestorm around over one of the two remaining sorceresses’ heads, and they rained a deluge of burning flames onto her. The evil bitch screeched as she quickly blocked the fire with a blast of purple magic, but she didn’t have time to block Celeste. 
 
    Flames shot out from the harpy’s talons as she flew at the enemy priestess, and the sorceress crashed down from the air as she held her face and wailed. Then Nicola carefully aimed and shot a poisoned arrow into her forehead, and the second sorceress flopped to the ground dead. 
 
    My priestesses were fucking unstoppable.  
 
    But then a huge bolt of black lightning shot down into the middle of the battlefield, and my people leapt away as a man appeared on the ground. 
 
    He was tall and lean with a dark beard that covered half his gaunt face. Stark blue eyes glared out from under the hood of his green cloak, and I knew I was staring at the God of Magic and Curses. But a sudden jolt of recognition shot through me, and I knew exactly where I had seen that face before. 
 
    A memory from my old life flashed before me, and I was on the sofa watching the trial of a supposed murderer. It was a young guy who had killed another man in cold blood for taking a place at a company he wanted to work at. They had met at a bar and got talking, and this lanky asshole had drugged the guy, led him out back, and slowly murdered him in an alleyway. 
 
    The remains were found with countless lacerations all over the place, and several digits had been removed. 
 
    I remembered how insane the news coverage was since the murderer had gotten off with no jail time. His dad was a rich as all hell dude who was friends with the chief of police in his city, and everyone knew it was an injustice to the poor dead guy. But this young fucker had walked away with a slap on the wrist for premeditated murder, and now he was standing on my battlefield centuries later. 
 
    It was no surprise that he could afford to have gotten in on my system, but it made my skin crawl to think of how he must rule over his people. There had never been a good bone in this guy’s body, and the world would be fucking doomed if he was in charge of it. 
 
    This was the kind of monster I had to protect the world from.  
 
    My gaze flickered down to his waist, but I couldn’t see any blade or a club. Did he not have a god weapon? 
 
    There was chaos around me as my army continued fighting, but they also tried to get as far away from the enemy god as possible. 
 
    “Jack,” he hissed as he took a step toward me. “You will fall down dead for what you have done. I will slit the bellies of your pregnant women open, and I will ensure your unborn offspring suffer just as much as their mothers will.” 
 
    Just seeing this guy’s evil ass down among my soldiers made me fucking sick. Threatening me meant nothing, but my women and unborn kids? This guy was going straight into the fucking abyss, and I stepped forward with my holy sword ready to swing. 
 
     Then the gaunt-faced bastard raised a hand with a smirk as a bolt of black lightning flew from his palm. It tore through the air toward me, and I swung my own hand up to block it. The lightning stung my fingers slightly as it bounced off my skin, but it pelted back toward my enemy with a violent crackle. 
 
    “Impossible,” the god snarled as he raised a hand to stop the rebounding curse. “You do not have magic! This power is mine alone!” 
 
    “What’s the matter?” I sneered. “Are you not as clever when daddy isn’t around to bail you out of trouble?” 
 
    The fucker’s creepy blue eyes flared at the words, and I raced toward the god with my sword poised, but he snapped his fingers with a sickly grin. 
 
    Then there was a furious scream from behind me, and I spun around to see a black vine had snaked up from the ground and wrapped around Nieva’s leg. The plant pulled her down from the air as the other women hacked at it, but none of their weapons could cut the thick stem.  
 
    Olwen flew down with a howl as he tried to cut his queen free, and the ice dragons all swarmed to slash at the vine with their huge claws. 
 
    Nothing worked, and the plant began to crawl up Nieva’s body. Aleia and Axis desperately pulled her arms, but even their fairy strength could not save her. 
 
    Then the dragons screeched as they dove toward the god, but he held up a hand right as they tried to spew ice at him. He created some kind of barrier that flung the ice back at the creatures, and they winced as they ducked to avoid their own attacks. 
 
    “Don’t go near him!” Nieva cried. “My darlings! Leave him for Jack!” 
 
    The ice giants screeched, but they followed their queen’s orders as they backed off. 
 
    This bastard was mine. 
 
    My blood ran cold as I spun back to face the god, and every atom in my body was on fire with fury. His weapon was using curses, and I had never come up against that kind of power before. But there was no power in the fucking universe that could stop me from saving my priestesses.  
 
    “Let her go,” I purred in a low, deadly tone. “Now.” 
 
    “I think not,” he whispered. “You recognize me from long ago, Jack? Then you must know how little I care for the lives of others. Especially your women. Maybe I’ll give her a little squeeze, shall I?” 
 
    The last evil sorceress cackled with laughter as she circled over her leader, and I heard Nieva growl with rage behind me. It made my heart shatter to hear the strong queen in danger, but her voice was laced with stubborn fury as she roared at the evil god. 
 
    “Jack will gut you for this, you crazy bastard!” Nieva hissed. 
 
    Then I launched myself at the God of Magic and Curses so quickly that I even surprised myself. 
 
    He tried to block me, but I swung my sword down onto his arm just as the black lightning began to crackle. The Wrath of Jack sliced into his skin with a thunderous crack, and there was a burst of green light as I dug the blade further into his wrist. 
 
    The god howled in pain and stumbled away from me, and I glanced over my shoulder to see Nieva’s trap evaporate. She gasped for breath as she shot away from the vine, and Aleia pulled her into a tight hug before they spun away to keep slaying the remaining reapers. 
 
    I trusted my people to continue fighting, but the sorcerers still floating in the sky had begun to circle faster and faster. They chanted eerily as they flew, and I could tell they were building something huge. 
 
    “Jack,” the God of Magic and Curses hissed as he cradled his half-missing arm. “Do you know the curse my sorcerers are creating? Have you got any idea what is about to happen?” 
 
    “The death circle!” Bryony screamed from her broomstick. “Jack! If everyone in the circle keeps their hands joined, then a stun curse will rain down on those inside!” 
 
    I looked up at the speeding shape of people in the sky, and the God of Magic and Curses didn’t even seem interested in fighting me anymore. He looked gleefully up at his fighters, but my eyes fell on one of the shortest sorcerers. 
 
    Their cloak was purple instead of black, but nobody else seemed to have noticed anything. Nobody seemed to notice that a rogue witch had snuck her way into their circle. 
 
    One of my witches. 
 
    I knew Hazel was risking everything right now, but she would buy me the only moment of distraction I could get. 
 
    “This is a little game,” the gaunt-faced god growled at me. “I give the word, and they will unleash their curse down on your people. But if you give me your weapon, then I will tell them to stand down.” 
 
    “You have people here,” I spat. “They would die as well.” 
 
    “I do not fucking care,” the god hissed. “Hand me your sword, or I give the order.” 
 
    I felt my nearby soldiers’ gazes on me as I stared into the bastard’s blue eyes. There was only one choice that felt right, and that was to trust my people. Even if it was one of my youngest, newest soldiers. 
 
    “You’ll never take it,” I breathed, and the bastard god smiled. 
 
    “Very well,” he said. “Sorcerers, now!” 
 
    The circle of floating people gripped hands tightly as a green light began to form around them, but the figure in the purple hood pulled her hands away at the last second and broke the curse. 
 
    Hazel’s face was revealed as the wind blew her hood down, and I dove at the God of Magic and Curses as he stared up in horror. 
 
    The Wrath of Jack sliced into his jugular as I grabbed him by the neck of his cloak, and I stared into his eyes as his body shuddered. 
 
    “Noooo,” he rasped. “I am the almighty… I am meant to rule.” 
 
    “Wrong,” I breathed as black sparks began to flicker around his wounded neck. “You didn’t care if your own people fucking died. Meanwhile, my youngest fighter just risked her life to mess up your plan, and she fucking succeeded. What does that say about your holy approach?” 
 
    I heard Bryony and Ethel scream as they pulled the young witch from the sorcerers, but the floating soldiers had already started to try and escape. They weren’t as strong individually, and one of them was grabbed by two fire dragons before he was ripped in half. 
 
    I dug my blade further down into my enemy’s throat as black lightning buzzed all over his dying body, and the screams of his dying army filled the stormy air. 
 
    “You… will not win,” he groaned through rattling breaths. “There are sorcerers in this land who bow to no one. They will destroy you if you take this territory.” 
 
    “I’ll take my chances,” I growled. “But you’re fucking done here. You failed in your last life, and you failed in this one, too. There can only be one almighty, and you’re not fit for the fucking job.” 
 
    The God of Magic and Curses gave one feeble attempt to raise his arm and attack, but I forced my blade down from his neck to his chest. Black sparks exploded from the gaping wound, and his body evaporated in my hands until I was crouched over nothing but the bloodstained grass. 
 
    Level up! 
 
    I groaned at the words in my vision, and I blinked them away as my mind reeled with everything that had just taken place. 
 
    Then something thudded beside me, and I looked down to see the final evil priestess fall dead with an arrow in her neck. Her face had been burned with fire rain and ripped by gargoyle talons, and her arms and legs were riddled with the metal spikes of burrowers. 
 
    I looked out over my battlefield to see the witches had dragged the sorcerers to the ground now and bound them with some kind of invisible restraints. 
 
    “They’re not as strong alone,” Hazel said as she appeared beside me, and her young face was covered in dirt and blood. 
 
    “That was very stupid,” I said sternly, and her smile fell. 
 
    “But,” she whispered. “I–” 
 
    “Very stupid,” I continued. “And the bravest fucking thing a young witch could have done.” 
 
    Hazel beamed up at me, and my priestesses raced over to join us before they screamed and pulled Hazel into a tight hug. 
 
    “Now, that was teamwork!” Nicola yelled. “You fooled a bunch of evil magic bitches, and Jack kills a god? Amazing!” 
 
    “You could have died!” Bryony scolded as she slapped Hazel upside the head. “What if Jack hadn’t noticed you up there?” 
 
    “I knew he would,” the young witch said. “That’s why we follow him. He pays attention to his people.” 
 
    “I can’t believe he’s gone,” Ethel said as she stared up at the sky. “Jack… you’ve freed us.” 
 
    “What do we do with them?” Nieva asked as she gestured to the trapped sorcerers. 
 
    “We’ll find out how loyal they really were,” I said. “They’ll get a chance to change, or they’ll meet the same fate as their god.” 
 
    “Another god is dead!” Penelope cried. “Jack is the greatest!” 
 
    But the battlefield was oddly quiet considering we had just defeated an evil army and slain a god. 
 
    I looked over at the turrets to see the gnomes facing away. Their eyes were staring out toward the coast, and I hurried over to look. 
 
    “Jack,” Morris said quietly. “I don’t think Tobias is doing as well.” 
 
    The purple storm still raged over the sea, and I could hear screams and cries for help. Something wasn’t right. Tobias should have had the upper hand by now.  
 
    My heart sank in my chest. 
 
    The war wasn’t over yet. I needed to save my best friend. 

  

 
   
    Chapter 17 
 
    The purple storm was more violent than ever before, and lightning covered the sky like a spiderweb that caged everyone beneath it. 
 
    I couldn’t celebrate my own victory when my friend was still fighting. It was his fight, but I was not going to let him do it alone. Not when I had a whole army ready to go. 
 
    “Tobias needs our help!” I called as I turned to face my tired army. “We can’t leave him to fight alone. Any fighters who are strong enough will come with me to join the war against the God of Water.” 
 
    I expected some level of weariness from my people, but they all nodded fiercely as they wiped sweat from their brows. An orc spat out a mouthful of blood with a broken tooth, but he shrugged it off as he swung his axe over his shoulder. 
 
    “We’re with you!” Nieva said as she spread her wings. “Those are our people out there.” 
 
    “They are family.” Aleia nodded. “Nothing is more important than that.” 
 
    “The fairies will fight with you,” Axis said as he patted his niece’s shoulder. “It will take more than one battle to tire us out!” 
 
    “There is still curse weed left,” Morris said as he hurriedly packed his bottles away. “Enough to load up a good few more arrows for the sea monsters!” 
 
    “And it’s just a few miles,” Nicola said. “We’ll be there in no time.” 
 
    “Let’s help our friends,” Celeste said. “They need us.” 
 
    My followers were covered in dirt and blood, and I knew how fucking tired they must have been. But not a single one of them complained as they hurried over the battlefield, and the gnomes began to climb up onto one of the ice dragons without hesitation. 
 
    I was overcome with pride, and I would thank them all properly after the God of Water was dead. 
 
    The priestesses got onto the dragon with the gnomes, and the orcs hoisted themselves up on the other two ice creatures. There were a few wounds that would need to be patched up, but I couldn’t see anyone who was in need of immediate care. 
 
    Then I glanced at the tied-up sorcerers, and I had a feeling it would be a bad idea to leave them unattended. 
 
    “Magic folk,” I called. “Stay with our prisoners here until I can come back. Don’t harm them unless they try anything.” 
 
    “Understood!” Hazel said as she crossed her arms and stuck her tongue out at one of the sorcerers. 
 
    “We’ll watch over them,” Bryony said. “They have more sense than to try anything when they’re this outnumbered.” 
 
    “I need you to be brave again!” I called to the rest of my army. “Let’s go and help our people!” 
 
    I leapt up onto the dragon with the women and gnomes, and Aleia clutched onto my arm. 
 
    The icy beast clearly understood the urgency of the situation as it shot up into the air with a jolt that made the gnomes grumble. Wind battered my face as I clung onto the dragon’s scales, and we moved through the air so quickly that the land was just a green blur beneath me. Then only a few seconds later, the dragon slowed down as it reached the edge of the coast.  
 
    I was finally able to get a good look at the battle in the ocean, and the water was filled with dead sea monsters. The ones that Nicola had tamed were going wild as they bit down on their own kind, and Tobias’ army had done an incredible job of killing off the enemy beasts. Mermen leapt up from the surface as torn flesh hung from their spiked tails, and I could see one of the giant squids squeezing the life from a sea monster. 
 
    Unicorns dove down to tear at sea monsters with their horns, and I was reminded of how brutal those magical horses were. Nymphs took careful aim with their crossbows, too, and griffins used their thick talons to attack the faces of any beasts stupid enough to rise from the water. 
 
    All nine boats were still standing strong, and the pixie steel only had a few dents here and there. Drenched gnomes fired bolts and threw burrowers over the side of the deck, and Tobias was down among them. 
 
    He was fighting a huge man who held a golden trident, and the battle between them was looking far too even for my liking. My friend was a powerful fighter, and I didn’t understand how this water fucker wasn’t dead yet. 
 
    Did this guy have some kind of special power that Tobias couldn’t match?  
 
    “Drop me down with Tobias!” I called to the dragon. “Take the other gnomes off that ship to safety!” 
 
    The huge creature dove down to the vessel and hovered over the back of the deck as I jumped down. Nieva and Aleia flew down to help the gnomes climb on with the rest of their kind, and the soaked fighters scrambled up gratefully. 
 
    “Go to the next boat!” I yelled. “Fight these monsters!” 
 
    “We will!” Nicola cried as the dragon rose up and caused even more wind with its huge wingspan. 
 
    Then I raced over the soaked deck to join in the fight. 
 
    The God of Water had his back to me. He was broad-shouldered with a bald head, and his armor gleamed dark blue with flecks of gold. His trident had sharp prongs that glinted under the constant lightning, and he was quick with his footwork as Tobias blocked his hits again and again. 
 
    My friend’s eyes flickered over his enemy’s shoulder, and I pulled my sword out before I brought it across the bottom of the God of Water’s neck. My blade sliced the skin right above his armor, and the huge man howled as he stumbled to the side of the boat and clutched his injured neck. 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias gasped. “The God of Magic–” 
 
    “Dead,” I said hurriedly. “What’s going on here? How is this guy still alive?” 
 
    The God of Water snarled as he tried to steady himself, and I could tell the wound had disoriented him. He stumbled as he straightened himself up, and we took a few steps back to give us some time to assess the fucker. 
 
    “It has to be you,” Tobias panted through his exhaustion. “I realized it when he came down. You’ve got to kill him, Jack.” 
 
    “Me?” I asked. “No, Tobias. This was your quest! You–” 
 
    “Listen to me,” my friend growled urgently. “The rewards won’t work if they’re divided up. Think about it! We can’t both be given power over the elements. The system would end up pitting us against each other! Only the almighty can control the elements!” 
 
    My gut clenched as I realized he might be right. 
 
    The system said there could only be one almighty. Surely the almighty needed to have all the elements under his control to claim the win. I didn’t think it was possible to willingly transfer rewards to each other, either, which meant I would have to take the power of water from my best friend by force. 
 
    We’d almost been pitted against each other. 
 
    Almost. 
 
    “The only way we can beat this is if you kill this asshole and get the reward!” Tobias insisted. “So do it!” 
 
    The God of Water snarled as he built up the strength to move, and he raced at us both with his trident held out. 
 
    Tobias slammed his hammer down onto the handle as I smashed my blade across the prongs. The weapon almost fell from the enemy god’s hands from the impact, but he howled as he just managed to pull it back again. 
 
    “I think you’re right,” I said to my drenched friend. “But I don’t want to take this from you. You’re a fucking incredible god, and you’ve fought so hard to get here. You could–” 
 
    “You’re not taking it,” Tobias scoffed. “I’m giving this to you. It was always yours, Jack. Save our people. Kill this fucker. You’re the only one who can end this.” 
 
    “You’ve got it,” I growled. “And Tobias… I’m glad to be fighting alongside my right-hand man!” 
 
    “Worth the centuries of waiting, right?” Tobias laughed, but then his grin vanished as he looked past me. 
 
    The God of Water suddenly vanished, and we were left staring at the storm on an empty boat. 
 
    I spun around to look for him, but he was nowhere to be seen. The ship creaked slightly as the sails blew in the wind, and there were no signs that the bald fucker had ever even been there. 
 
    I’d never had a god transform into his invisible form during a fight. That was a new level of cowardice. 
 
    “What the fuck?” I snorted. “Did he just run away?” 
 
    “Bastard!” Tobias yelled toward the sky. “Come back and fight, you burly piece of shit!” 
 
    “Yeah, I killed your allied god!” I called. “Come and face me, so I can do the same to you! Or are you not man enough to face the most powerful allied gods in the world?” 
 
    We glanced around for any signs of the bald man, but it looked like he had switched back to his god form for now. 
 
    Meanwhile, our army was absolutely slaughtering the sea monsters now that both our legions were combined, and huge corpses floated along the treacherous surface. Dragon-men slashed at the remaining beasts with three-bladed swords, and Olwen threw a burrower into one of the monsters’ open mouths. The spiked ball exploded and sent bits of monster brain matter everywhere as nearby gnomes cheered.  
 
    There were hardly any of the sea beasts left, and I wondered if their god had gone to get reinforcements. 
 
    “Let me check my map,” I said. “We can see how far this fucker has run.” 
 
    I pulled up the all-seeing map, and I thought I was looking at it wrong for a moment as it showed the God of Water’s marker far below our ship.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered. “My interface says he’s under the water.” 
 
    “Maybe he can breathe under there,” Tobias said, but then his eyes bulged. “Shit! Rosie is down there fighting with the potion!” 
 
    We raced to the side of the boat, and there was a deep rumbling that came from far under the waves. Dead bodies of sea monsters covered the surface, but the mermen suddenly began to race away from our boat. 
 
    “Something’s coming,” one of the men spat. “Something huge!” 
 
    Then we watched in horror as a giant sea serpent emerged from the deep. Its flat face broke through the surface with golden eyes, and its blue body just kept coming and coming until it towered high above the boats and reached into the stormy sky.  
 
    “This is my realm,” the serpent hissed. “You cannot kill me in my own territory!” 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tobias breathed. “He can turn into a fucking sea serpent?” 
 
    “When the fuck did that reward become a thing?” I mumbled. 
 
    Then the God of Water’s tail crashed up through the surface, and he had Rosie clutched tightly in his grasp. She was limp and motionless as her arms drooped over the snake’s tail, and the nymphs in the air screamed. 
 
    Tobias’ face turned a sickly pale green, and my whole body burned with anger. 
 
    These gods really knew how to hit us where it fucking hurt. 
 
    But I would free her. 
 
    “I’ve got her!” I yelled to my friend and then whistled up to one of the fire dragons. This breed was more nimble than the ice dragons and would work better to steer carefully around the huge monster. 
 
    “Jack, she’s–” my friend gasped, but I didn’t even stick around to reassure him. 
 
    The red-scaled beast soared down toward me, and I leapt up onto its back. I found I was able to steer the dragon easily by pulling on its shoulders, and the creature sped past the snapping jaws of the serpent god. 
 
    Sea water splashed me from every direction as we flew, but I kept my eyes on the beast’s tail. 
 
    “Aleia!” I yelled. “Get ready to grab Rosie!” 
 
    The fairy tore over the water with a determined scowl as I sped right for the unconscious nymph. Then I slashed the rubbery tail as the dragon flew by, and the God of Water screeched as a huge gash was opened up in his flesh. 
 
    He dropped Rosie, but Aleia grabbed her by the waist before she flew over to Tobias on the boat. 
 
    Then Penelope yelled something to one of the ice dragons, and the naiad was quickly transported over to join them. She grabbed Rosie into what looked like a deep kiss, but when the nymph suddenly gasped, Penelope spat a mouthful of filthy water onto the boat as she coughed. That’s when I realized my naiad had somehow sucked the water from the nymph’s lungs. 
 
    “Fuck yeah,” I growled as I watched Tobias clutch his priestess in a fierce embrace. 
 
    My dragon steed flew up from the surface as the God of Water tried to slam his ugly face down onto us, and I slashed my sword up into his jaw as we raced by. My holy blade scraped along under his thick neck, and blue goop spilled out into the water like a fucking broken faucet. The massive beast screeched like a banshee as he tried to dive back down under the surface, but I swerved the dragon down toward him again. 
 
    “Stop fucking running!” I yelled. “It’s time for you to die!” 
 
    The fire dragon flew down as fast as its leathery wings were able to, and it unleashed a stream of flames, but the God of Water managed to vanish under the floating corpses of his army before we could reach him. 
 
    “Shit!” I hissed. “Slimy fucker.” 
 
    I scanned my map as the dragon hovered over the water, and I watched the god make a beeline for the boat where Tobias was. My friend still clutched Rosie as he watched my every move, and Aleia and Penelope stood close by with their eyes wide with worry. 
 
    “Look out!” I yelled. “He’s coming under your ship!” 
 
    I sped toward them with the dragon just as the God of Water crashed through the surface of the violent ocean. 
 
    The dead bodies of sea monsters went flying, and the gnomes on a nearby boat scattered as a huge corpse fell on their deck. Then Aleia slid her hands under Penelope’s armpits and hoisted her into the air, and I held out my hand for Tobias. 
 
    He grabbed me as he pulled Rosie up onto the dragon with us, and then we took off straight into the sky to get out of range. 
 
    “She’s too weak to fly, Jack!” my friend said. “I can’t leave her!” 
 
    Rosie clung onto my waist as Tobias sat behind her, and I knew I had to get them out of the war zone. I could feel how weak the nymph’s grip was, and she was clearly a prime target since the god knew who she was. 
 
    “Get them to shore!” I called to the dragon. “I’m going back down onto one of the ships!” 
 
    “Jack, wait!” Tobias yelled before I could vanish. “How the fuck can you fight this guy when he’s a literal monster? I’ll stay with you!” 
 
    “You need to take care of Rosie,” I said.  
 
    “I’ll send the nymphs with her,” Tobias insisted. “I won’t let you do this all alone!” 
 
    He whispered something to Rosie, and she mumbled in return. Then two nymphs swooped up to us, and just as Tobias and I vanished into our god forms, they sat on either side of Rosie to keep her secure on her steed’s back. 
 
    “Keep her safe,” I said, and the fire dragon roared before it carried the nymphs off toward land. 
 
    Then I checked to see that Aleia had carried Penelope over to one of the far boats with the other women, and they clutched to the pixie steel walls as they stared out at us with the gnomes. 
 
    “Let’s fucking do this,” Tobias growled, and within seconds, my friend and I materialized on the deck of the abandoned ship. 
 
    The sea serpent god was clearly struggling to move properly from all his wounds. His huge body flopped as he crashed through the surface of the water toward us. It looked like every one of his monsters were now dead, and the converted few had swam far out from the rest and stuck their heads out of the surface to watch. 
 
    The God of Water snarled and hissed as he sped toward our ship, but we stood steady at the very front of the pixie steel vessel. I clutched the Wrath of Jack and was fueled by adrenaline and fury for my people, and Tobias swung his hammer with a cryptic grin on his face. 
 
    The storm above us thundered louder than ever before, but I barely noticed it anymore. 
 
    My vision had tunneled on the enemy who was fast approaching us. 
 
    “It’s time,” I growled as the god drew closer. “Let’s fuck this guy up.” 
 
    “Nobody hurts my Rosie,” Tobias spat. “Let me get a good hit in before you finish him off, alright?” 
 
    “Of course.” I grinned. “Nobody fucks with my buddy’s woman and gets away with it.” 
 
    The God of Water’s neck wounds leaked thick, oozing blood into the sea as he swam at us. His jaw opened as he reached the ship, and he slammed his massive face down toward us. 
 
    I stood back as Tobias leapt up to meet him, and my friend’s god weapon smashed straight into the serpent’s flat nose. 
 
    There was a deafening crack as the god howled in pain, and dark blue goop erupted from the smashed wound. Tobias howled like a wolf as he wiped jelly-like blood from his face, and he waved his hammer threateningly as his grin stayed in place. 
 
    “That’s for Rosie, you slimy fuck!” he spat. “Now, if you’re done dicking around, Jack is going to kill you, and I am going to enjoy the fucking view!” 
 
    “I cannot be killed,” the serpent snarled as he swayed from side to side. “I am the most powerful of all the gods! No other can change form as I can!” 
 
    The dripping snake towered above our ship as he looked down at me, and I braced myself as he swung his head down. His huge jaw was open to expose rows and rows of sharp teeth, and the stench of his putrid fish breath stung my nostrils. 
 
    But I stood my ground as his bashed-up face came down to meet me, and then I leapt up to pierce the roof of his mouth. 
 
    The Wrath of Jack stabbed right up into his gums with a perilous clap of thunder, but I leapt back before his sharp teeth could close around me.  
 
    I moved just in time as the jaws failed to grab me. The God of Water howled in pain as his head flopped hard on the deck of the ship, and he could barely move as his reptilian eyes darted to me. 
 
    Then he suddenly erupted into a flash of blue light as the giant snake vanished from the water, and the human form of the god was left on the ship. 
 
    His neck wound dripped blue blood, and he could barely clutch his trident as he tried to stab it toward me. I easily dodged the weapon, and I brought my foot up to kick him square in the stomach instead. He snarled as he was thrown onto his back, and his golden trident flew from his hand. 
 
    Tobias kicked it over the side of the boat with a smirk, and I stepped over the God of Water with my sword ready to strike.  
 
    “You bastard,” he gasped as he struggled to breathe. “You… you can’t win this.” 
 
    “Oh, I think I can.” I grinned as I kicked his chin, and he wheezed as his teeth broke under my boot. “Once I get your sorry ass out of the way, I’ll only have two more fuckers to kill.” 
 
    “You will never defeat them,” the God of Water hissed through his bloody lips. “They are too powerful, and they will defeat you and your little friend.” 
 
    “Nobody can defeat me,” I whispered as I hovered my blade over his face. “I am going to be the almighty, and you have just fucking lost yet another round.” 
 
    I slammed the Wrath of Jack down between his eyes, and the god howled as his body erupted into an explosion of dark blue water. In seconds, he became a puddle on the silent ship, and I stared down at the empty spot where his huge body had been. I scanned my map to make sure he hadn’t somehow slipped back into his god form, but his marker was gone for good. 
 
    Level up! 
 
    “It’s over,” I said quietly. 
 
    “Holy shit,” Tobias said. “Jack. He’s dead. They’re both fucking dead.” 
 
    We stared at each other for a moment before we erupted into tired, manic, euphoric laughter. I grabbed my old friend into a tight embrace as a fire dragon brought my priestesses over. They screamed as they leapt down from the creature and raced toward us, and they all jumped in to join the hug. All of us were soaked, and we skidded on the deck slightly as the women jumped up and down around us. 
 
    “Jack!” Nicola yelled. “You just stabbed a sea serpent god!” 
 
    “Two gods!” Celeste shouted. “Two gods in one day!” 
 
    “This is unbelievable,” Penelope cried. “Our lord is victorious! He just destroyed the allied gods of the east!” 
 
    “Stabbed right in the face,” Nieva chuckled with pride. “Jack killed a sea monster god!” 
 
    “And the magic one,” Aleia added with a giggle. “Those lands are all his now! Our lord owns the sea!” 
 
    My head was spinning as I kissed each of my women on their soft lips, and we only broke apart from each other when the army in the sky erupted into chaos.  
 
    The winged soldiers cheered and howled into the clouds, and I saw that both storms had already started to die down. Without the harsh wind, I could even hear the excited chanting of the ogres and Redwoods over at the coast. 
 
    “You did it.” Tobias grinned. “One step closer to becoming the almighty. Two down, two to go.” 
 
    “Two,” I said in disbelief. “That’s all that’s standing in the way.” 
 
    It didn’t feel real. 
 
    Two more wars before I was the almighty? 
 
    I had fought so fucking hard to be where I was, but I was struggling to process just how close to the end I was. How much of the world did I rule over now? 
 
    I decided to wait until my head was spinning less to check out my territory map.  
 
    The atmosphere around the ships was electric, and I knew we were about to have a fucking wild party. Then there was a loud splash as the tamed sea monsters dove up and down in the water, and Nicola cooed as they swam toward our ship. 
 
    “Hello, little babies,” the brunette called. “You did such a good job!” 
 
    The huge beasts snarled happily, and I snorted as Nicola leaned over to scratch their ugly chins. 
 
    “Little babies?” Penelope muttered. “I’m not sure about that.” 
 
    “They helped!” Nicola protested. “They were the only ones who listened to my call. That means they have good hearts.” 
 
    “I suppose so,” the naiad said as she eyed the hideous beasts. “Yes, well done. Good sea monsters.” 
 
    “Is there any animal you can’t tame?” Celeste chuckled. “Look at the size of these things!” 
 
    A black tentacle rose from beside the monsters, and three giant squid heads slowly emerged from the deep. The women all raced over to get a good look at our new monster friends, but Tobias slapped me on the back before I could follow their gorgeous asses. 
 
    Now was definitely the time to focus on processing everything we’d just witnessed. 
 
    “Have you ever seen that before?” I asked my friend. “A god who can transform into a fucking magical creature?” 
 
    “Nope,” Tobias snorted. “That’s a new one. Let’s hope the remaining two don’t have that fun bit of power.” 
 
    “They probably have something much worse,” I said, but the thought didn’t worry me. 
 
    I felt like I was on top of the fucking world as the cheers of my army rang out over the sea, and my women’s giggles drifted to me as the squids held up their tentacles to shake hands. Then the clouds began to fade as the sun peeked out at last, and the comforting warmth fell on my face to dry me off. 
 
    This was hands down the best day of my life. 
 
    Two more evil gods were dead, and I finally let myself view the message that was waiting for me on my interface. 
 
    But it was written in a new format. It was like there was a shining barrier around the words, and it felt like I was looking at a glowing billboard that boasted about my success. 
 
    Level up! 
 
    God of Magic and Curses destroyed! 
 
    God of Water destroyed! 
 
    Ability to control the elements of air and water achieved! 
 
    Bonus Reward: Speak with enemy gods’ followers in god form. 
 
    Holy shit. That was an amazing reward. 
 
    I could now talk to the people in enemy lands even when I wasn’t down in my physical body? That was going to change everything about the way I recruited people, and I would be able to steal followers so fucking easily. 
 
    But I was most excited about my control over water and air. 
 
    How would it even work? 
 
    Either way, there were now two elements that I could make do whatever I wanted, and I had never felt more powerful. It was going to be seriously fun to learn how to harness these new skills, and I knew Tobias and my women would love to be there while I figured it all out. 
 
    But did this mean I could decide how much wind we had? Or how calm the ocean would be each day? 
 
    It dawned on me how epic this responsibility was going to be, but that was exactly what I wanted. Realizing how evil the God of Magic and Curses was had just confirmed why I needed to win. The almighty would have control over global elements and every being on the planet. That could only work well in the hands of someone good and fair.  
 
    I would protect my people, and I now had two elements to help me do it with.  
 
    There were only two remaining gods to take down, too, and there was no doubt in my mind that I could do it.  
 
    “Jack!” Penelope called. “Come and see this! These squid are amazing!” 
 
    I chuckled as I strode over to join my beautiful lovers, and a slimy tentacle reached toward me slowly. It wiggled in my face, and there was a loud squeaking from under the water. 
 
    “Thank you for your help!” I called. “I think we’re going to get along very well.” 
 
    The other ships had already broken out into excited chants and singing as the gnomes skipped around and waved their blades in the air. Fire dragons raced around in circles with their icy counterparts, and the remaining sea monsters swam about happily among the carcasses they’d slain for us. 
 
    “We’re going to need a clean up,” Penelope said as several huge corpses floated by. “It’s going to smell rather terrible very soon.” 
 
    “I think I’ve found a solution to that problem,” Nicola said as she pointed to one of the tamed monsters. 
 
    It chomped down onto a dead sea beast and ripped off a chunk of flesh. Then the creature happily ate the meat and went in for another bite.  
 
    “Gross,” I said. “But helpful.” 
 
    “Let’s turn these boats around!” Tobias called. “Sail back to shore! It’s time for a fucking party!” 
 
    Everyone cheered as the winged soldiers turned to fly over to land. 
 
    I decided I would head back to the land of magic once I had gotten everyone back to shore, and I vaguely wondered how willing the sorcerers would be to talk. It was possible they were just scared people who had been bullied into serving an evil god.  
 
    “Uh,” Nicola said. “Do any of us know how to steer a boat?” 
 
    “How hard can it be?” Aleia giggled. “Let’s try!” 
 
    The women raced over to the wheel as they spun it around, and the giant squids helped by gently nudging the ship in the right direction. 
 
    “We might need more wind,” Tobias said as he glanced at the sails, and then he sent me a cheeky grin. “Any chance there’s a god around who can help with that?” 
 
    “Give me a day to work it out,” I chuckled. “I say we rely on the women and squids for this one.” 
 
    My heart was so full as I watched the priestesses shriek with laughter as they tried to steer our victorious ships. Our new squid army wrapped their slimy tentacles around the boat as they started to guide it quickly through the water, too, and I had to laugh at how bizarre my holy life had become. 
 
    “See!” Nicola cried. “I knew it would be easy!” 
 
    “Faster!” Celeste shouted. “How quickly can a squid swim?” 
 
    The harpy was answered as the ship suddenly became a fucking roller-coaster, and water splashed over us in giant waves as we moved way too fast. My women grabbed each other to stop themselves from falling overboard, and I couldn’t stop laughing as the squids propelled us along toward the coast. 
 
    The deep grunts of the Redwoods rang out over the water, and I could see Rosie waving as she perched on one of the ancient trees. Ogres, giants, and cyclopes clapped their hands as the shoreline offered us a thunderous celebration.  
 
    We slowed down as we neared the harbor, and the squids gently pushed us into the calm water. The women steered us toward the docks, and Aleia, Celeste, and Nieva flew off to drop the massive anchor. Everyone was soaked, but I had never seen my priestesses happier. 
 
    “Let’s celebrate!” Tobias yelled. “Where’s my beautiful nymph?” 
 
    He leapt down onto the dock, and I helped Penelope and Nicola step out of the ship. Then I climbed down after them, and I saw that the sun had fully crept out from behind the whitening clouds. 
 
    But another message flashed up on my interface, and it was in another glowing golden font that I had never seen before. 
 
    The system clearly gave more dramatic displays when I got closer to the end, and I felt a grin spread over my face as I read the words. 
 
    Tier-one status unlocked! 
 
    Gods Destroyed: 7 
 
    Gods Remaining: 4 
 
    I stopped in my tracks as I read the message over and over. 
 
    It was official. There were only four of us left in this system I had built, and we’d lasted longer than ever before. Finally, the world was so close to being saved, and I had reached a level that I had never achieved in my previous attempts. 
 
    There was no stopping me now, and I could taste victory in the air. 
 
    I had done the impossible. I was now a tier-one god.

  

 
   
    Chapter 18 
 
    I kept rereading my new reward as we hurried over the dock of the harbor.  
 
    The ability to speak with enemy gods’ followers was going to change everything. Being a tier-one god was already coming with unbelievable perks, and I hadn’t even properly thought about the whole elemental control thing. That was going to be seriously cool to work out. 
 
    We stepped out of the harbor and made our way up to the cliffside to join the excited chaos of our armies. Hundreds of flying creatures soared over the Redwoods, and ogres clapped happily as our army sprawled over the coastline. 
 
    The air was electric as our armies chanted and danced, and witches began to conjure up green fires to warm up the soaked fighters. My priestesses rushed over to hold their hands over the flames as Tobias pulled Rosie into a deep kiss. 
 
    I checked my territory map to look at my new land, and I felt slightly lightheaded as I took in the area that now belonged to me. The entirety of the world’s oceans were marked with my name, and the magical lands were now mine. It was almost too much territory to comprehend. I owned an area that covered over two-thirds of the fucking world. 
 
    “Jack!” Tobias laughed as he strolled over to me. “What’s going on in that head of yours, man? How does it feel to be in control of all the water and air?” 
 
    “Fucking unreal,” I said. “I’ve just looked at my updated map and… holy shit.” 
 
    “Holy shit is right,” Tobias snorted. “That’s a hell of a lot of land. I was just checking out the updated map myself.” 
 
    “And my reward,” I said. “I can speak with the enemy gods’ followers now. Even in my god form! It doesn’t matter if they believe in me to begin with or not.” 
 
    “Whoa…” Tobias stared for a moment. “That’s awesome! You can steal followers from right under their gods’ noses with that kind of power!” 
 
    “Only tier-one gods left.” I grinned. “Can you believe there are only four of us remaining in the system?” 
 
    “Nope,” Tobias said. “It’s crazy how close we are to the finish line.” 
 
    The sky had started to dim, and the storm clouds had mostly disappeared. Our people were clearly getting into party mode, and the witches and wizards set up insane light displays that projected up into the sky. Beams of blue and pink danced around the clouds as bursts of silver rained down on the land. Then the fairies started to sing a beautiful, upbeat song in perfect harmonies as the gnomes stomped the ground and began to dance. 
 
    Aleia’s family pulled her in to join the singing, and the priestesses laughed as they started to dance with the gnomes. The giants and ogres swayed to the music, and every creature that had fought for us finally relaxed. 
 
    My people were happy. The war had been more than worth it. 
 
    “I know who he was,” I said as we watched the land turn into a dance floor. “The God of Magic and Curses. He was a fucking murderer from our old life. Do you remember that trial where the guy got off because his dad was some rich bastard?” 
 
    “Shit,” Tobias hissed. “Yes! That was all over the news while we were building the system. It doesn’t surprise me that he could afford to buy his way in.” 
 
    “Makes me wonder who else is waiting for us,” I muttered. “We’ve got two gods left. What’s the chance they’re also killers?” 
 
    “I want to say low,” Tobias said “But I can understand why this system would have attracted the worst kind of people. We’ve already seen how fucking shitty most gods are, I wouldn’t be surprised if the final two are some of the worst we’ve ever dealt with.” 
 
    The witches set off magical fireworks that lit up the sky with shapes of stars and butterflies, and everyone cheered as the explosions of color rained down. I smiled as I watched my priestesses clap at the display, and Nicola spun Aleia around in an adorable dance.  
 
    “How long do you think we have?” Tobias asked. “Until the next war? 
 
    “Hard to say,” I said. “But I’ve got enough tools at my disposal to fucking annihilate them.” 
 
    “Yeah, you do.” Tobias grinned.  
 
    There was a startled yelp in the crowd, and I looked over to see the priestesses gathered in a circle as they stared down at the ground. 
 
    “Jack!” Celeste called. “Come here!” 
 
    I glanced at Tobias, and we both raced over to the women. They stood back to show Aleia on the ground, and she was staring down at her own palm as she knelt on the grass. She didn’t look hurt or scared, but her eyes were wide as she slowly flexed her fingers. 
 
    “What’s up?” I asked. “Are you okay, Aleia?” 
 
    “I wanted to try and make a block of pixie steel,” she said. “Because the nymphs brought over some food, and we needed somewhere to chop it.” 
 
    Her voice was soft and dreamy as she stared at her own hand, and my stomach lurched as I looked down at the empty spot of ground. Had something gone wrong with her powers? 
 
    “But my mind wasn’t thinking about the food,” the fairy continued. “I was thinking about the battle, and how powerful you are. Then I remembered when you asked us about the Oracle.” 
 
    “Okay,” I said, and I had no idea where this was going. 
 
    “Show him,” Nicola urged. “Jack, you won’t believe this.” 
 
    The fairy smiled up at me, and she lowered her palm down to press it against the grass. 
 
    Golden dust danced around her fingertips as light shot out around us. We all took a step back as gold sparkles began to weave along the ground, and it looked like it was creating an intricate picture. Rolling hills, wide rivers, and beautiful trees were etched into the ground with the precious metal as the whole picture was formed with a square outline. It was the most beautiful image I had ever seen, and Aleia slowly stood up as the gold sparkled against the grass. 
 
    Then I realized what I was looking at. It wasn’t just a pretty picture. It was a map.  
 
    “What the hell?” I muttered as I crouched down and studied the landscape she had drawn out. Then I traced my hand over the cool metal. 
 
    “These are the magic lands,” Tobias said as he knelt down beside me. “These three waterfalls in a row are close to the border of the god on the other side.” 
 
    “What is this for?” I asked Aleia, and she shook her head. 
 
    “I don’t know,” she said quietly. “It just happened! I’ve never even seen this stretch of land before!” 
 
    I studied the gold, and my gaze fell on a small detail that was in the top-right corner near the waterfalls. It was a rectangle that seemed to be underground, and there was a small illustration of something inside. An orb shape sat on top of a tall table, and there were little glowing dust particles that came out of the globe. 
 
    I immediately knew what it was. 
 
    “It’s the Oracle,” I said. “This is a map to find it.” 
 
    “My lord!” Penelope gasped. “Has Aleia really just shown us the way?” 
 
    “I think she has.” I grinned. “This is… incredible.” 
 
    “We found it,” Tobias muttered as he stared down at the map. “This has given us an exact location.” 
 
    “I hope it helps,” Aleia said. “I wasn’t really sure how it happened, but I just need to focus on the Oracle, and the map appears!” 
 
    Her lilac wings vibrated excitedly, and I grabbed her hand to plant a soft kiss on her arm. 
 
    “This is amazing,” I said. “We’re going to be able to find the Oracle because of you! I’m so proud of you.” 
 
    “Tobias!” Rosie called as she hurried over to my friend. “Something strange is happening.” 
 
    “What’s wrong?” Tobias asked. “Are you okay?” 
 
    “I’m fine,” the nymph said. “But look!” 
 
    She spun around to show her wings, and I watched as a dark purple line began to dance around and etch out a picture. The detailed lines flickered around until the same map was laid out over Rosie’s wings. 
 
    “We’re all getting the coordinates,” I said slowly. “The remaining gods are all being shown where the Oracle is through our priestesses.” 
 
    “That means the last gods have it as well,” Tobias breathed. “We need to get there first.” 
 
    I looked at my friend to see him run a hand through his red hair, and I knew he had been hit with the same wave of hope that I had. We knew the location of the Oracle, but so would the other two gods. The race was on. 
 
    We would need to get moving as soon as possible to find it.  
 
    The golden map began to fade after a few minutes, and more fireworks were set off into the sky. 
 
    “I suppose I can make it whenever I want,” Aleia said with a reassuring nod. “So just tell me whenever you want to have a look!” 
 
    I got to my feet and wrapped my arms around the fairy’s waist. 
 
    “You are amazing,” I said. “All of you are. We defeated two evil gods today, and I couldn’t have done it without you.” 
 
    “Two gods in one day.” Celeste smirked. “Easy.” 
 
    “I did not like that water god.” Penelope shuddered. “He was so horrible.” 
 
    “He’s gone now,” I said. “Let’s enjoy the celebration, and tomorrow we can go exploring some of our new realm.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nieva said excitedly. “I’ve always wanted to look around the land of magic!” 
 
    “We can take the dragons,” I said. “I think they’re enjoying having new friends to play with.” 
 
    The ice and fire creatures were speeding around the sky after each other, and they started to chase the fireworks that erupted around them. The whole crowd had descended into a lively celebration, and Rosie pulled Tobias over to dance with her.  
 
    His whole face had lit up since seeing the map, and he spun the beautiful nymph around happily. Then my women huddled around me as we stared up at the fireworks, and I kissed the top of Aleia’s head. 
 
    “I feel incredible,” I murmured. “Would my ladies like to take a stroll along the cliffs to watch the sunset? I really want to reward you all properly for your hard work today.” 
 
    “That sounds fun,” Nicola giggled. “I do love watching sunsets, but I hope that’s not all we’ll be doing.” 
 
    “I have a few ideas,” I chuckled. “Let’s take a walk somewhere a bit more private.” 
 
    We strolled away from the party and began to wander along the cliffsides as gentle waves crashed against the land. It was soothing to hear the water being so calm, and the sun dipped down toward the horizon. 
 
    “This is all so beautiful,” Penelope sighed as we strolled along the coast. “My lord, you must be so excited to explore your new lands!” 
 
    “I can’t wait.” I nodded. “The world is becoming ours. My priestesses will soon have access to every inch of land that their hearts desire…” 
 
    We slowed down as we approached a little stretch of woodland that sat a few feet before the edge of the cliffs. The thick trunks of the trees created a semi-circle, and it gave us privacy from the land while still giving us an incredible view of the sea. 
 
    “The ocean is stunning,” Nieva said. “I love looking out at all the land you just won so fiercely.” 
 
    She slid her hand down my arm, and I grinned as her snowstorm eyes fluttered at me. 
 
    “It just shows how powerful he is,” Nicola purred. “We really must worship our god who has won so much land for us.” 
 
    “Oh, yes,” Penelope giggled. “What would our lord like us to do to show our devotion?” 
 
    I groaned as I looked around at my five beautiful women, and I knew the evening was about to become even more exciting. 
 
    “First of all,” I said. “You’re all wearing far too much clothing. How am I meant to admire you properly if I can’t see those beautiful bodies of yours?” 
 
    The priestesses began to slide out of their dresses, and the view from the cliffside became even more unreal. Their soft thighs and perfect breasts were on full display as they discarded their clothes, and Celeste fell to her knees in front of me.  
 
    “My lord,” she purred. “Can we be blessed with your holy seed this evening?” 
 
    “Yes,” Nicola begged. “Let’s use our mouths to show our master how much we love him.” 
 
    I moaned as the women gracefully knelt down before me, and I carefully pulled off my weapon before I undressed. Then my erection sprang out in front of their faces, and I took in the sight of the stunning women ready to pleasure me. 
 
    My priestesses all shuffled in together, and as I was blessed with the sight of their breasts illuminated by the setting sun, I reached down to stroke their soft heads. Each one of them gazed up at me with eager adoration on their flawless faces, and their eyes seemed to glitter as their gazes met mine. 
 
    “Our lord is so big,” Celeste whispered as she gently reached a hand out to grip the base of my shaft. “His holy cock deserves to be worshiped properly.” 
 
    “I can’t wait to taste it,” Nieva moaned. 
 
    Celeste lowered her face and planted a soft kiss on the head of my cock, and a shiver of pleasure ran through my veins. Then Nieva and Aleia leaned in from each side, and they began to gently lick up my length with happy groans. Their tongues danced up and down my shaft as I felt lightheaded, but then I gripped Celeste’s red hair as she started to wrap her full lips around me 
 
     Ecstasy consumed me as the harpy lowered her mouth down, and she slowly began to take my cock in her mouth one inch at a time.  
 
    Aleia and Nieva kept lapping at the very bottom of my shaft as the harpy bobbed her head, and I moaned as they worked their magic like eager kittens around a bowl of milk. Nicola and Penelope planted kisses all over my thighs as well, and their hands roamed over my body as I began to feel like I was truly in heaven. 
 
    Then I gripped Celeste’s hair as she started to speed up her pace, and I guided her further down on my cock. Her warm mouth and soft lips were sending me into another dimension of pleasure, and I knew it wouldn’t be long until I came. 
 
    “Bless us with your seed,” Nicola purred as she gently cupped my balls. “We need our master’s cum all over us…” 
 
    “You’re so filthy,” I groaned. “Such a dirty priestess needs to be cleansed with her god’s seed.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nieva moaned. “Please, my lord, give it to us!” 
 
    Celeste’s tongue roamed all over my shaft as she slid up and down more urgently, but then I pulled her head back as I felt my climax arrive. 
 
    The five women sat on their heels as I erupted with pleasure, and I gripped my cock as I rained streams of my seed down on their faces and tits. They moaned happily as my cum sprayed all over them, and warmth and pleasure consumed my body as I watched them giggle and try to lap it all up. 
 
    “You all look so dirty,” I groaned. “All that cum on your pretty faces and perfect tits… I love how filthy you are for your god.” 
 
    “Well, we are yours,” Celeste breathed as she licked my cream from her lips. “Our master owns us, and he can bless us with his seed any way he likes.” 
 
    “You’re such a good priestess,” I said and eyed the way my cum glistened on the harpy’s ivory tits. “But you need to get cleaned up. Why don’t you lick each other clean so I can watch?” 
 
    The women giggled as they pulled each other close, and they began to kiss and lick every inch of their faces and chests. It was fucking mind-blowing to watch, and I stroked my still-hard cock as Penelope’s tongue danced over Aleia’s pink nipples. The fairy squealed with pleasure and shimmied her little shoulders, and she pulled the naiad close for a deep kiss just as soon as she was all clean. 
 
    “Our lord’s seed tastes so good,” Nicola moaned as she licked my cum from Nieva’s cheek. “We are so blessed to have him…” 
 
    “I want to feel him inside me, though,” Aleia pouted. “My lord, please… I need to be filled up with your holy cock sooo badly.” 
 
    I looked down at the fairy as Penelope played with her tits some more, and I wanted to reward her for everything she had done. Her powers had advanced so much, and she had become the most confident version of herself in the past few days. She deserved to cum again and again, and I was dying to fuck her perfect little body. 
 
    “Get up here,” I growled. “I’m going to make you shake with how hard you cum.” 
 
    The fairy’s freckled face was pink as she fluttered up to meet me, and I grabbed her small waist as I pulled her up against me. Then I ran my hands around to her pert ass and gave her a firm squeeze as she giggled.  
 
    “You’ve been such a good priestess,” I whispered. “Do you want your god’s cock to fill you up as a reward?” 
 
    “Yes please,” she breathed as I pinched her nipples. “I need it! I need to feel you deep inside me, master.” 
 
    “I love how confident you’ve become,” I said as I kissed her neck. “I’m going to fuck you so hard.” 
 
    The fairy’s wings vibrated as she hovered before me, and I guided her slick pussy down toward my erection. She was already soaked for me, and I ran a finger along her wet slit as I got her ready to take in my full girth. 
 
    “Mmm,” she moaned. “I am ready for your cock, my lord!” 
 
    “I can see that,” I chuckled. “So wet for your master. Tell me how much you need my cock, Aleia.” 
 
    “I need it so badly,” Aleia cried. “Pleeeease, fuck me, my lord! I need your holiness deep inside me and filling me over and over again.” 
 
    “Yes, please,” Nieva groaned. “We love watching our fairy sister get fucked by our god.” 
 
    “Play with each other while you wait for your turns,” I growled at the other women. “I want to hear you all moaning with orgasms as you slide your fingers inside each other.” 
 
    The women immediately obeyed my orders, and they grabbed their soft tits and started to make out as a group. Aleia was grinding down her hips as she desperately tried to mount me, and I grinned as I held her waist tightly. 
 
    “Good girl,” I whispered, and she shivered from the praise. “Your pussy is so soaked for your god.” 
 
    “It is,” she breathed, and her voice shook with arousal. 
 
    “You deserve a reward, don’t you?” I murmured and bit her lip. 
 
    “I do,” she whimpered. 
 
    Then I slowly began to lower her down, and we both gasped as I slid the tip of my erection into her incredibly tight and soaked tunnel. Her warm walls gripped me like a fucking vise, and it took several slow thrusts to finally ease the rest of my cock inside the fairy. Sparks flew around my vision as I slid fully into her at last, and I gripped her soft flesh as I started to bounce her up and down. 
 
    “Jack!” Aleia whimpered. “Your holy cock feels sooo good! You are filling me up sooo much!” 
 
    “My little fairy,” I groaned. “Your pussy is so tight for your master.” 
 
    I started to fuck her harder, and she gripped my shoulders as I rammed my dick into her again and again. My cock plunged deep inside her heavenly pussy, and I was overcome with pleasure as I ravaged her. 
 
    Beside us, Nicola groaned as Penelope gently rubbed her clit, and Celeste and Nieva’s hands roamed everywhere as they made out passionately. The view was almost too much to handle, and I watched Nicola shudder with her orgasm as I fucked Aleia. 
 
    “Good girls,” I said. “I want each of you to cum as loudly as you can for me. Show me how much you love me.” 
 
    Nieva gently pushed Celeste onto her back, and the dragon queen bent over to lick the harpy’s pussy. Aleia moaned with every thrust as I pinched her pert nipples, and her beautiful face was flushed pink. 
 
    “Jack,” she whispered. “I’m going to cum!” 
 
    “Good,” I said. “Cum for your god.” 
 
    The fairy suddenly cried out as she threw her head back, and I felt her pussy clench around me as she came. 
 
    “Ohh,” she breathed. “My lord! Thank you!” 
 
    I kissed her deeply as she slowly slid off me, and I looked down to see Celeste gasping as Nieva licked her. The harpy came loudly, and Nicola grinned as she looked up at me. 
 
    “What a beautiful sight,” I said. “Who shall I fuck next?” 
 
    “My lord,” Penelope said. “Nieva was telling us all about how she wants to become a mother.” 
 
    “Really?” I asked. “Is that true?” 
 
     The dragon queen smiled as she slowly sat up between Celeste’s legs, and she pulled on a purple curl playfully. 
 
    “I just see how happy my sisters are,” she said. “And I knew I would feel the same if I was blessed with a child from my god. I have wanted it for a while now, and I just wanted to make sure you felt the same?” 
 
    “Of course, I do,” I said. “I would love to give you a child. You’ll be an incredible mother.” 
 
    I knelt down beside the dragon queen, and I pulled her close as I grabbed handfuls of her large breasts.  
 
    “Please, bless me,” she whispered. “I need your seed deep inside me. I want to be blessed the same way my sisters have been.” 
 
    I stroked the soft scales on her cheekbones as I gently lowered her onto the ground. The other women crowded around as I laid down on top of Nieva, and they watched excitedly as I lined up my cock with her pussy. 
 
    “Yes!” Nicola said. “Fuck her sooo deeply, master! Give her a child!” 
 
    “I will.” I grinned. “I’m going to make her moan and shake with pleasure.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nieva gasped. “My lord! I need you deep inside me!” 
 
    I slowly slid into Nieva’s warmth, and I kissed her full lips as I began to fuck her. Knowing how much she wanted it drove me wild, and I handled her full tits roughly as I slid in and out of her. She felt incredible around my cock, and her huge breasts bounced as I sped up my pace. 
 
    “I am your master,” I breathed in her ear. “The dragon queen belongs to me.” 
 
    “Yes!” Nieva cried. “I am yours! Please fill me up with your holy seed!” 
 
    The other women touched each other and kissed as I fucked Nieva faster and faster, and her tight pussy was bringing me close to my second climax. I gripped her soft curls with one hand as the other explored her breasts, and I fucked her as deeply as I could as she whimpered. 
 
    “Oh,” she moaned. “Jack! I’m cumming!” 
 
    I felt a twitch around my cock as her tunnel walls tightened, and the dragon queen’s orgasm drove me right into my own. The world seemed to spin as my warmth shot deep inside her, and I gasped as electric shocks raced through my veins. The explosion of pleasure hit me like a tidal wave, and I kissed Nieva deeply as a message flashed before my eyes. 
 
    New life created! 
 
    “I have a feeling we just made a baby,” I whispered as I kissed her neck gently. 
 
    “Really?” Nieva asked. “Oh, I hope so, Jack! That would be wonderful!” 
 
    “We’ll all have little ones!” Penelope cried. “This is such a joyous day!” 
 
    The sun had almost vanished over the horizon as I slowly pulled out of Nieva, and I knew my women were only just getting started. They were insatiable as they all begged to be fucked next, and I knew the night was going to be long and filled with pleasure. 
 
    I made love to my gorgeous priestess for hours as darkness set in, and we eventually all collapsed in a warm pile of limbs as the stars shone above us. 
 
    “That was amazing,” Nicola mumbled. “My body is so tired!” 
 
    “I’m not surprised,” I chuckled. “I lost count of how many orgasms you had.” 
 
    “Me, too,” Nieva giggled. “And tonight’s worship session was extra special.” 
 
    She rubbed a hand over her sculpted abs, and she couldn’t stop smiling as the other women cooed over her. 
 
    “Let’s go down to the harbor,” Penelope said. “The water is so calm and private there, and we can get cleaned up before we go to bed!” 
 
    “Good plan,” I said. “Why don’t you all head over, and I’ll be there in just a moment.” 
 
    “Okay.” Nicola grinned. “But you’d better not take long! I still want to enjoy every moment I can of seeing those muscles.” 
 
    “I will,” I chuckled. “Go and have a dip, I’ll be right there.” 
 
    The women grabbed their clothes and blew me kisses as they started to make their way back along the coastline, and I got dressed as I looked out at my new territory. 
 
    I wanted to take a moment to process everything that had just happened. My new rewards were unbelievable, and I now knew exactly where the Oracle was. It hadn’t really all sunk in yet. 
 
    Aleia had blown me away with her skills, and I decided to check on the women’s stats. 
 
    Nicola’s numbers came first, and I grinned as I noticed the change in stats. 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Endurance: 7 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 5 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Special Ability: Hunting/Animal Husbandry: Develops into Animal Communication: Level 24 
 
    Her Intelligence and Agility stats had climbed up along with her special skill, and I remembered how badass she had looked taming the sea monsters. It was crazy to think of how far she had come, and I wondered if there was a beast on this planet that she couldn’t communicate with. 
 
    Aleia was up next, and I couldn’t wait to see how she had come along. 
 
    Strength: 12 
 
    Endurance: 9 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 7 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Special Ability: Crafting: Develops into Alchemy: Level 24 
 
    Her Endurance and Perception had both gone up a point since last time, and it finally made sense why her special skill was as high as her sisters. Her alchemy was even more impressive than I could have possibly dreamed, and I was so fucking proud on how much she had worked on herself. 
 
    My naiad was next, and I knew hers would be climbing just as high. 
 
    Strength: 7 
 
    Endurance: 7 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 5 
 
    Agility: 6 
 
    Special Ability: Water Seeking/Fishing: Develops into Water Magic: Level 24 
 
    Penelope had gained more Agility and Intelligence, and it made sense when I thought of how clever she had been during battle. The control she had over her water powers was unbelievable, and I had a feeling we would work well together when I mastered my elemental control.  
 
    Celeste’s numbers came next, and I grinned as I studied the harpy’s stats. 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Endurance: 6 
 
    Intelligence: 6 
 
    Perception: 7 
 
    Agility: 5 
 
    Special ability: Flame combat: Develops into flame embodiment: Level 17 
 
    Her Strength and Perception had increased along with her special skill, and I remembered how badass she had looked when she’d helped to create the firestorm. It didn’t surprise me that her numbers just kept climbing, and she had advanced so well since we had first saved her from the gargoyles. 
 
    My dragon queen was last on the list, and I was always blown away by how strong her numbers were. 
 
    Strength: 8 
 
    Endurance: 9 
 
    Intelligence: 7 
 
    Perception: 8 
 
    Agility: 8 
 
    Special ability: Dragon leadership: Develops into storm embodiment: Level 19 
 
    Her Endurance and Perception were up, and I had no doubt that she was just getting started. I was so happy that she had wanted to become pregnant like the others, and I just knew she was going to be one badass mother. 
 
    My women were all doing so well, and I felt like the luckiest guy in existence to have them all. 
 
    I looked out at the distant cliffs of the magical lands, but I knew I should head over there before bed to see what the sorcerers had to say for themselves.  
 
    For now, I let myself revel in my victory. 
 
    The land on my territory map didn’t seem real, and I kept checking to make sure I had studied it correctly. Over half of the world belonged to me now, and I was soon going to be making a move to claim the rest.  
 
    It didn’t faze me that these last two gods could be the most dangerous of all time. I had just brought down two fuckers in the same day, and I had powers beyond my wildest dreams. 
 
    The land echoed with the sounds of my people celebrating, and I vowed to protect every one of them. There was no doubt that the next stages of war were going to be brutal, but I had everything to fight for. 
 
    I got to my feet to go and join the women, and one of the tamed sea monsters called out from the deep. A chill ran down my spine as the huge creature called out, and I felt ready to claim what was mine. 
 
    This world needed a leader who cared, and I was the only one strong enough to step up to the challenge. 
 
    I would protect this planet and all the creatures inside it. No evil fucker was going to stop me from achieving my destiny. This world was mine, and I was going to reach out and claim it.  
 
    I was about to become the almighty. 
 
      
 
    End of Book 8 
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    Thank you for reading Building Harem Town 8! I’ll start writing the next book once this book hits 100 reviews, so leave your review right here! 
 
    Don’t forget about my Patreon! You’ll get advanced audio chapters (for your ears) or written chapters (for your eyes), and nude/sexy versions of my covers (for your… uhhh… well…) I also have an audiobook subscription so you can get 3-4 of my books every month at a discount along with all the other stuff. Check it out here! Or search for my name on Patreon.com. 
 
    Amazon doesn’t update readers when an author comes out with a new book unless you follow that author on the store. Make sure you click this link and then click on the follow button. Then Amazon will update you a few weeks after my next book comes out. 
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