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CHAPTER 1


TARIQ


Tariq shielded his eyes as he gazed across the sparkling sea towards the line of buildings appearing on the horizon. ‘Our trip’s coming to an end. Behold, New Ethrial!’


‘Is that it?’ said Artos, aghast. ‘It’s just a collection of hovels!’


‘Nothing wrong with your eyes,’ said Livia, lowering her telescope. ‘Looks worse close up.’


‘But it’s my first command. Where are the fortifications? There’s no watch tower! No wall! How am I meant to protect it?’ Artos complained.


Tariq shrugged. ‘I guess that’s part of your promotion? You couldn’t be made a full knight of the Silver Guard and expect it all to be parades and dinner parties. You’ll be fine, Sir Artos.’


‘I’ll be fine the moment I get off this ship,’ muttered Artos, resting his forehead on the wooden rail. ‘The sooner they build a bridge from one side of the ocean to the other, the better.’


Tariq pitied his friend. Artos was a born warrior, without fear and happy to take on an army by himself, but he quaked and turned pale – actually green – the moment he got on the water. It didn’t matter if it was a rowboat or a ship like the Silver Mermaid, he suffered a lot and without respite.


Tariq had been born and raised on boats, but there had been some bad storms on the month-long crossing and even he’d felt wobbly at times, watching the waves rise to tower over their tough steamship.


Livia had loved it. Was it an elven trait to never get seasick or just her? She’d seen the whole trip as a jolly jaunt, spending as much time in the engine rooms with her instruments – taking measurements and recording outputs, whatever they were – as up on deck on clear nights, charting the stars. She looked glumly at the shore. ‘Now what?’


Artos slowly raised his head and faced Tariq. ‘Good question. That’s a big jungle. You absolutely sure this isn’t some wild goose chase?’


‘It’s here,’ said Tariq.


‘There’s just an awful lot of “here”,’ said Livia, gesturing at the expanse of green. ‘No one’s mapped its full extent.’


Dandaka Jungle was the edge of their world. Beyond the small enclave of New Ethrial, where they’d be docking, was the vast unknown. But somewhere in that endless green was the Crocodile’s Tear, the second of the fabled spiritstones: three magical stones that helped keep the world in balance.


The Crocodile’s Tear had been given to the beast lords. The mortal races had been gifted the Heart’s Desire and the elemental spirits had received the World’s Egg. All three had been lost – stolen – centuries ago, thought lost forever.


Tariq smiled to himself. Not quite lost forever.


Tariq had been convinced they were only myths, until he and his new friends had tracked one down in New Ethrial, the World’s Egg, and used it to stop a tidal wave from destroying the entire city.


But Livia wasn’t wrong; there was an awful lot of ‘here’. How would they find the Crocodile’s Tear? He didn’t even know where to begin. He’d hoped to get a stronger sense of it as they’d approached Dandaka, but there’d been nothing. That would have been too easy.


But wouldn’t it be nice to have it ‘too easy’ every now and then?


Tariq pressed his hand against the satchel dangling from his shoulder. The World’s Egg felt heavier than before. It had a strange presence, forever in the back of his mind. He’d sit on the deck, under the moonlight, watching the ever-changing colours glowing from within the fist-sized stone. He’d practise tapping into it, gently, and gradually using the spiritstone to connect to the elements around him. He would feel the immense power of the sea, the subtle pressures of the wind, the furious energy of the furnaces in the heart of the ship, and the faint yet inescapable pull of the land beyond the horizon.


At first he would merely enjoy the sensation of becoming part of the ebb and flow of the elements, of their lurking power, but slowly he would use his connection to make subtle changes. He could raise and lower the wind, or alter the currents, even control the waves. Not by much, not often … yet.


The ship chugged along closer to the shore. Three sailing ships were anchored in the bay. New Ethrial’s docks couldn’t handle big ships yet but the construction of permanent stone quays was underway. Small fishing boats bobbed in the shallow water and seagulls circled overhead. The sun was intense on the arrivals’ backs and dazzling as it reflected off the water.


The deck vibrated as the engines began shutting down and there was a satisfying splash as the anchor went overboard.


Artos sighed. ‘I just want some solid ground under my feet.’


Livia pointed over her shoulder. ‘We’ll still have to go back home, sooner or later.’


‘Ahoy there!’


All three peered over the railings.


A gilded rowboat bobbed alongside the steamship, with six oarsmen wearing heavily embroidered tunics. At the prow stood a platinum-haired elf waving his feather-festooned hat. ‘Ahoy there! Do I have the honour of addressing the saviours of Ethrial? Surely you must be Tariq, Livia and … Sir Artos?’


‘We are,’ answered Livia. ‘And who are you?’


The elf swept his hat in an extravagant bow. ‘Lord Marius Silverbrow, governor of New Ethrial, at your service.’


‘Lord Marius?’ Artos said, suddenly rising from his misery. ‘Didn’t you once manage my father’s vulcanite mines?’


‘I am honoured that my minor service to your esteemed father left an impression! It was he who, very kindly, recommended me to this post.’


‘The mines had never been more profitable,’ said Artos.


The elf’s eyes glinted. ‘It’s all about efficiency, Master Artos.’


Tariq’s skin prickled. He’d heard the mines were worse than the prisons, with prisoners digging deep underground where cave-ins and collapses were common.


Lord Marius snapped his fingers at the rowers. ‘Do make some space! And where are the cushions? How are these three heroes expected to travel unless there are cushions? We’re not savages, you know!’


Artos swallowed. ‘I … er, I’ll wait until the captain’s lowered one of the bigger rowboats.’


‘Nonsense!’ declared Marius. ‘There’s plenty of room! You’ll do me the honour of staying at my mansion. It has plumbing!’


Livia nudged Artos. ‘Can’t get more civilised than indoor plumbing.’


There was nothing for it. The captain had a rope ladder slung over and agreed to have their luggage taken to the governor’s house later. Livia went first, lightly landing on the rocking vessel and settling down on a velvet cushion beside Marius. She waved up at them. ‘It’s perfectly safe!’


Artos peered down the ladder and gulped. ‘I’ll go next. If I fall in, you will save me, won’t you?’ he asked Tariq.


Tariq frowned. ‘In all that armour?’


Artos had wanted to make an impact. He was, after all, Sir Artos now, the youngest knight ever in the Silver Guard. His armour was made of the finest steel and extravagantly engraved, and Artos wore his silver sword proudly on his hip. Unlike the elegant longswords carried by the elves, his was a broad chopper, which he’d nicknamed Cleaver. But being dressed head to toe in metal was not ideal as swimwear.


Artos scowled then climbed down. He had to be grabbed by two of the rowers as one foot slipped off the edge of the rowboat, but he managed to scramble to his cushion beside Livia, clutching her hand as the boat bobbed.


Tariq joined them, perching up at the prow, feet dangling over the edge, gazing at the shore.


‘Everyone comfortable?’ asked Marius. Then he clapped his hands.


The rowers took up their oars. They looked overheated and ridiculous, straining at the sea while dressed in thick tunics with stiff collars and tight belts. Lord Marius looked just as overdressed with his fine knee-high boots, tunic and massive hat, but there was more to him than a bad sense of fashion.


Lord Marius spread out his hands in an extravagant welcome. ‘I am truly humbled to be hosting the saviours of Ethrial! I have, of course, heard all about how the three of you saved our city, the very jewel of the world, from catastrophe. They say the tidal wave was a hundred metres high and would have demolished the sea wall as if it were made of sand!’ He turned his gaze sharply to Tariq. ‘Yet you were able to reduce it to a mere ripple with your sorcery. To imagine, a seer visiting my humble half-built colony by the edge of the wilderness.’


Tariq blushed. He should have been used to the wild stories by now and how the tidal wave got higher with each telling. ‘I had a lot of help, my lord.’


Lord Marius waved his hand dismissively. ‘Help? To be sure. Livia, did you not win the annual prize at the Guild of Artificers for your boat? What was it called?’


Livia grinned. ‘The Seahorse. Yes, the annual prize and a promotion from apprentice to journey-person. I’ll be a fully qualified engineer in five years.’


Lord Marius shaded his eyes as he gazed back towards the ship. ‘And where is your noble steed? I had hoped you would have come galloping over the waves on it.’


Now it was Livia’s turn to blush. ‘It, er, sank.’


Lord Marius sighed and there was a tear hanging artistically in the corner of his eye. ‘I am bereft. But I understand you have brought your latest creation along? To assist in our work?’


‘The Harvester,’ said Livia. ‘We’ll be clearing the forest and building farms and houses in no time at all.’


Lord Marius clapped. ‘Splendid! There is no stopping progress!’


Artos groaned as he leaned over the side of the rowboat.


Lord Marius patted him on the back. ‘And last but by no means least the heroic Artos. I must confess I was … bemused that a korr would wish to join the Silver Guard, but now I have finally met you I realise that you are the perfect person to organise the defence of our small colony. What say you, Sir Artos?’


‘Urgh,’ said Artos.


‘Quite right,’ replied Lord Marius. ‘Now’s not the time to discuss such matters. Best saved till after you’ve seen the place.’


The rowboat struck the surf. The rowers leapt out and dragged the boat out of the water and on to the narrow beach.


The elven lord rose proudly and waved his hat.


‘Ladies and gentlemen, welcome to New Ethrial!’
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CHAPTER 2


LIVIA


‘What’s happening over there?’ Livia pointed to a cluster of shacks on the outer edges of the town. Marius had been taking them up what he called the Grand Avenue – which was, in reality, a muddy half-paved track that led from the docks to the town – when her attention was caught by a row of shabbily dressed people busy chopping down trees and trimming off branches, stripping the trees down to logs. Equally ragged children were tossing scrub on to fires, smothering the shanty village with smoke.


Lord Marius covered his mouth with a dainty lace handkerchief. ‘Just clearing more of the forest. Nothing to be concerned about.’


‘Why are there guards?’ she asked.


Not Silver Guards but brutish-looking thugs armed with clubs and short-barrelled fire-spitters patrolled the village, some with savage dogs straining at their leashes.


Lord Marius clearly didn’t want to discuss this; instead he tried to lead them in the opposite direction. ‘My mansion is this way. Don’t you want to freshen up after your long journey?’


But Livia wasn’t interested in Marius’s gaudy over-the-top home. She headed towards the shacks.


Some workers were chained, with manacles round their ankles, so they had to shuffle while loaded down with sacks of soil or dragging branches for burning.


A dog barked and the guard jerked it back as it snapped at her. He wiped his sweaty face. ‘This ain’t the place for fine ladies, miss. Best you get back.’


‘Who are these people?’ Livia asked.


The guard grimaced as he turned towards the workers. ‘Criminals. Every single one of them.’


‘They’ve been shipped?’


Why hadn’t she realised? It was the new punishment back home. At first only dangerous criminals were being sent to work in the colonies that were rising up at all points of the compass, to serve out their sentences digging, chopping, quarrying for the greater good, the greater profits, of Ethrial. But month by month the list of crimes punishable by shipping grew longer and pettier. Murder? You’re shipped. Steal a loaf of bread? You’re shipped.


Livia cast her gaze over the pitiful group. ‘Why are some of them wearing chains? It’s not as if there’s anywhere for them to escape to.’


‘It’s punishment for troublemakers, miss.’ He waved his fire-spitter towards a mud-splattered figure wrenching up a tree stump. ‘Like her. She’s one of the worst.’


Livia looked over at the prisoner in question. It couldn’t be. Yet the more Livia stared, the more she realised it was. ‘Foriz?’


By now Artos and Tariq had caught up. Artos glanced back towards Lord Marius. ‘That was rude, Livia. You can’t just wander off when—’


Livia pointed across the field. ‘Recognise her?’


Artos frowned. ‘Who? I don’t know anyone … Oh. So that’s what happened to her.’


They’d met Foriz back in Ethrial, when the young woman had been the rich and powerful head of a smuggling ring, a queen of crime. She’d offered her help in finding the World’s Egg, only to betray the trio at the last moment and try to flee with it. Then the tidal wave had come. They’d only managed to get the Egg back because of Livia’s boat the Seahorse.


Livia wasn’t sure if she was angrier at having been betrayed or the sinking of her boat. Foriz had escaped in all the confusion, and Livia had thought they’d never see her again. Certainly not like this, her once thick red curls all shaved off, her skin covered in ground-in dirt and her lavishly embroidered outfits of silk and satin reduced to filthy sweat-soaked rags.


Foriz had spotted them. She stared, eyes narrowed with hate. Her body was thinner than Livia remembered, yet there was defiance in the way she held up her head and the hardness of her gaze.


The guard chuckled. ‘See what I mean? She looks like she’d bite out your throat. Tried to escape five times and she’s only been here a month. On half-rations now. That’ll break her spirit.’


‘They all look like they’re on half-rations,’ said Livia. ‘I thought there were laws regarding how prisoners were meant to be treated.’


The guard’s good humour faded. ‘Maybe in Ethrial, but we do things differently here. They’re scum of the earth, miss. You can’t expect to treat them like decent folk because they ain’t decent folk.’


Tariq frowned. ‘Some of these people are from the clans. Those there are mountain folk. What was their crime?’


The guard shrugged. ‘Don’t know. Don’t care. All that matters is they chop and dig and everything’s fine.’


Tariq narrowed his gaze. ‘There’s nothing fine about any of this.’


‘I need to speak to Foriz,’ said Livia.


But Artos shook his head. ‘And say what? Foriz almost destroyed Ethrial with her greed! If you ask me, her being shipped is exactly what she deserved. Come on, Marius’s waiting.’


‘You go. I’ll catch up. It’s not like I can miss his house.’ And before either of them could object she marched across the mud, even as the guard shouted at her to stop.


‘Livia! There’s no point!’ yelled Artos.


Maybe he was right. She didn’t even know what she was going to say, but it was too late – she was standing right in front of Foriz.


She looked worse close up. Her skin was covered with insect bites and swollen red with infection.


Livia pointed at the line of red bite marks along Foriz’s arm. ‘I, er, can get you something for that.’


‘I’ll survive,’ said Foriz, not taking her eyes off her. ‘What are you doing here? Did you cross the ocean just to gloat?’


‘I didn’t even know you were here,’ Livia replied. ‘I … assumed you’d escaped.’


‘You didn’t even … Never mind. Why don’t you get lost? I’ve got to get this stump up or it’s no food.’


‘No food? All prisoners are entitled to be fed twice a day. It’s the law.’


Foriz looped the rope round the stump, then across her shoulder. ‘Take it up with Lord Marius. He makes the laws around here.’


Looking down at the tree stump, Livia could see the roots were in deep. There was no way Foriz would move it by herself.


‘I’ve got a machine that’ll do all that. It’s why I’m here. To test the Harvester. It’ll chop down a hundred trees in a day. In a month we’ll have cleared all the forest around the town. We’re making space for building farms, growing plenty of crops, plenty of room for grazing …’


Livia looked at the vast, endless jungle before her. No wonder everyone was so shattered. How could they hope to clear the jungle by hand? Each tree trunk was at least a metre thick!


‘My machine will make things easier.’


Foriz laughed bitterly. ‘Lovely. I’ll be able to spend the rest of my days wiggling my toes in the river, fishing. A life of leisure, eh? I didn’t realise I was out here for a holiday.’


‘I’m trying to help you, Foriz.’


‘No, you’re not.’ Foriz grunted as she took the strain. She was on her knees, trying to crawl through the mud. ‘You’re just trying to make yourself feel better. Now get lost before I get given another set of chains.’


‘I’ll go and speak with Lord Marius. We’ll fix this.’


But Foriz didn’t bother replying. She was locked in her struggle with the immovable stump.


Artos had gone with Lord Marius but Tariq had waited. ‘What did she say?’


Livia scratched the back of her neck. She’d been bitten already and she’d only just got off the ship. ‘They’re being treated like slaves here, Tariq.’


He nodded. ‘Then let’s do something about it.’
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CHAPTER 3


ARTOS


Artos clapped his hands as the servants brought in the food. ‘Now that’s more like it. I for one have had enough of fish stew and biscuits to last a lifetime!’


His belly rumbled as the smells flooded the courtyard, mingling with the scent of flowers and the musky odour of the nearby jungle. Crickets chirped from the branches as a servant lit the lanterns around the huge dining table. He helped himself to some chicken while knocking the table with his knuckles.


‘Dandaka wood?’


Lord Marius waved his elegant long-fingered hand. ‘Of course. Kilo for kilo more valuable than ivory, and here … the supply is endless.’


While Artos was entirely at home in these surroundings, Tariq was still shifting uneasily on his cushion. His river-clan friend had grown up eating cross-legged on the floor, the food spread across carpets woven from reeds. He never looked comfortable on a chair.


Lord Marius sipped from his goblet as he addressed Tariq. ‘My reports from the Council tell me that you saved Ethrial from drowning with one of the spiritstones, the World’s Egg. May I … may I see it?’


Tariq looked round at each of them. Artos knew he was reluctant to display the spiritstone because he was still learning how to use it. The World’s Egg had helped save the city from the tidal wave, but it was a tidal wave the stone itself had actually summoned. It was dangerous in the wrong hands.


‘All right,’ said Tariq, reaching into his satchel, the one that never left his side. He took out the spiritstone and rested it on the table.


It was a crudely carved lump of rock slightly bigger than fist-sized and similar to marble. It was milky white and semi-transparent, but then colours hidden within began to shift, like trapped smoke, and the spiritstone glowed. A breeze swept across the courtyard, making the lanterns flicker and the trees above rustle gently.


Artos didn’t have any magic in him at all, but even he could sense the unfathomable power of the World’s Egg as it glowed more brightly, casting ever-shifting light across the courtyard. A red and yellow macaw perched on a balcony overlooking the space, cawed and took flight.


‘Quite splendid,’ said Lord Marius, captivated by the light. ‘You can control the elements?’


Tariq put the spiritstone away and the magical moment ended. ‘The less I use it, the better.’


Livia picked at the bread on her plate. She’d been in a grim mood ever since speaking to Foriz. ‘You’ve built quite a place in such short time, m’lord.’


‘The prisoners are a blessing,’ said the elven noble as he helped himself to another goblet of wine.


‘I doubt that’s how they feel,’ muttered Tariq.


Febian glared at him from across the table. ‘They’re criminals. They abused the society they were part of; it’s only right they should make amends.’


Febian of the Silver Guard. Artos’s heart had sunk when he’d found him waiting for them in the courtyard. One glance at the others and he knew they felt the same. How far did Artos need to go to get away from him? The elf warrior and he had had their problems, which included Artos punching him in the face. Artos smiled at the memory. Now that was a good day. For him.


Not so much Febian. Was it his imagination or was the elf’s long nose not quite as straight as it had been? While most of the Silver Guard had grown to accept Artos into their elite ranks, not so Febian. He still believed that only elves should be in the Silver Guard and that Artos’s presence somehow diminished it.


Livia’s eyes narrowed as she met Febian’s self-satisfied gaze. ‘Some of the crimes are petty. One of the servants told me there’s a woman who’s been shipped here for stealing milk. Milk for her baby!’


‘You shouldn’t listen to servants’ gossip,’ said Lord Marius, his expression turning sullen.


Livia wasn’t going to let this go. She leaned across the table. ‘But is it true?’


‘Crime is crime,’ interrupted Febian. ‘Artos agrees, don’t you?’


Artos shifted uncomfortably as everyone turned their attention on him. ‘People should follow the law. It’s for their own good.’


‘Is it?’ snapped Livia. ‘Or for the good of the coffers of those who run Ethrial?’


‘My father always puts the interests of the city before his own,’ replied Artos coldly. ‘The capital is bursting at the seams, Livia. You know that, the Guild knows that. Out here? It’s just wilderness that doesn’t belong to anyone. Ours for the taking. Your machine will clear the forest. We’ll have farms. Cheaper food for everyone. The Council’s talking about free bread for the poor. Can you imagine that? No one going hungry? Now tell me that isn’t worth a little hardship.’


Livia scowled. ‘Hardship for the prisoners, not us. We’ll be building our success off the backs of people who are being treated like slaves!’


Artos chewed his lip. ‘M’lord, there are laws on the treatment of prisoners.’


Lord Marius sighed. ‘That is not something you need concern yourself with. Your job is to arrange the defence of New Ethrial.’


Febian helped himself to some grapes. ‘We’ve had trouble. Nothing serious, but as the colony grows, becomes richer, it’ll attract more criminal elements. The coast is already infested with smugglers and pirates. They attack the ships crossing the ocean then flee back to their strongholds hidden in the swamps along the coast. Then there are the beasts.’


‘Beasts?’ asked Tariq, suddenly attentive.


Febian’s hand fell to his sword hilt. ‘Wild animals that have no fear of us. The jungle’s full of predators. More than one prisoner’s been mauled to ribbons by a jaguar or dragged off by a hungry bear. A wall will keep the worst of them out, but we need to guard the river too. There’s a crocodile.’


Lord Marius shivered. ‘A great monster. Devoured an entire boat a few weeks ago. We’ve tried hunting it, but it’s crafty.’


Tariq sat up, his interest piqued by the story. ‘It been around here long?’


What was Tariq thinking? Artos wondered. They were here looking for the Crocodile’s Tear and a giant crocodile was terrorising the small colony. Coincidence? Artos didn’t understand the powers of the spiritstones, but legend said it had originally been gifted to the beast lords. Was the Crocodile’s Tear influencing the animals of Dandaka? Or were the beasts merely defending their territory from invaders?


Febian stabbed at an orange with his eating knife. ‘Sailors who’ve used this area are always boasting about monsters. But this particular beast is something special. Why so interested, Tariq?’


Lord Marius looked over at the river boy. ‘Indeed. I know why Sir Artos and Livia have taken the arduous journey across the ocean, but not you. Whatever the reason, I am sure I can help.’


Artos looked over at his friend. ‘I’m sure you can, m’lord Marius. But I wouldn’t want to bother you until I am surer this … isn’t a wild goose chase.’


Why hadn’t Tariq trusted Lord Marius with the truth? But the river boy was a good judge of people. If he didn’t want to talk about their quest, then neither would Artos. But there was business Lord Marius could help with.


‘The wall’s the priority, then we’ll put up a tower to guard the river,’ said Artos. ‘But for that I will need workers who’ve been well fed and rested.’ He reached into his tunic, pulled out a scroll and slid it towards the elven noble. ‘Here’s my plan. You’ll see it’s signed by all members of the Council.’


Marius picked it up, then turned pale as he read it. ‘This is … ruinous. How can I afford all this? It’ll eat into all my profits!’


Artos shrugged. ‘It’s for the good of Ethrial.’


Tariq chuckled, and as their eyes met, Artos winked.


Artos’s father had pulled strings to get him this post. It wasn’t fair, but Artos was beginning to understand that he could use his family connections to his advantage. They had needed to come out here, as Tariq was convinced this was where they’d find the Crocodile’s Tear. Artos didn’t understand how Tariq’s powers worked, but he’d seen what the river boy could do. So he’d persuaded his father to arrange for him to come to New Ethrial to take charge of its defences. To build a wall, watch towers, arrange people to guard it. To protect the investment. His father understood that. But Artos needed workers, workers he’d be responsible for; workers he’d look after far better than Lord Marius.


Livia stood up slowly, pushing out her chair, the metal legs shrieking loudly on the flagstones, loud enough to make everyone grit their teeth. She yawned and stretched her arms. ‘That was a lovely dinner. Now we’re all very tired from a long trip and in need of bed. Aren’t we? Say goodnight to our host.’


Artos stood up and performed a neat military bow. ‘I look forward to us working together, m’lord. New Ethrial is sure to be a huge success.’


‘A costly one,’ muttered Lord Marius, responding to his bow with little more than a curt nod.


Tariq stretched as he stood, glad to be off that chair, and the three of them left the courtyard.


But the moment they were out of earshot of Lord Marius and Febian, Livia grabbed Artos’s sleeve and pulled him round. ‘And when were you going to tell me about your plans?’


‘You’ve been too busy fussing over your machine. And this is my business, not yours.’


‘And you know all about building, do you?’


‘I may not be a member of the Guild of Artificers, but I know how to put up a fence. The watch-tower design is common throughout the kingdom, wherever the Silver Guard set up their bases. All I need is wood and a workforce. The workforce I get from Lord Marius, and you get me the wood using your Harvester.’


Livia fell silent.


He didn’t like the way she was frowning. ‘It does work, doesn’t it?’ Artos asked.


Livia polished her glasses even as she yawned. ‘Back in Ethrial, yes. In case you hadn’t noticed it’s a lot hotter and wetter here. The humidity affects machines as much as it affects tempers.’


Tariq turned towards the main door leading out to the street. ‘In which case I’m going to make the most of the cool night air. Go for a wander.’


‘Stay within the town boundaries, Tariq. I mean it,’ Artos warned. ‘It’s wild out there.’


‘I grew up in the forest. I know how to look after myself.’


Artos shook his head. ‘And that attitude is going to get you eaten by a tiger!’
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